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Ignite 
Bonnie Dee 
Chapter One 


“Is anyone hurt? | didn’t mean to hurt anyone.” The 
man’s almond-shaped eyes were as black as coal with 
sparks flickering in their dark depths. He clutched the front 
of Pete’s jacket and his soot-streaked face was close enough 
that his breath brushed Pete’s cheek. “I was trying to end 
it.” 

Despite the sweat drenching his hot body, a chill made 
the hair on the fireman’s nape rise. “Whoa, buddy. What are 
you saying?” 

“The fire; it was my fault.” 

Pete felt like all the air had been sucked from his body. 
Was this a confession of arson from the man whose life he’d 
just saved? He glanced at the organized chaos of the scene: 
the pump crew still extinguishing the last of the flames 
while other firefighters continued to search the damaged 
building for survivors, the paramedics, the cops, the media; 
actually, only a couple of reporters. Since the blaze had 
taken place in an abandoned building, it was hardly 
newsworthy. Red lights flashed and emergency beams 
illuminated the dark night, reflecting off the pall of smoke 
shrouding the area. 

“You saying you set this?” 

The guy shook his head, long black hair falling over his 
eyes. “It’s not like that.” 

“What is it like?” Irrationally, Pete wanted to smooth the 
furrow between the man’s slanting brows, but settled for 
Squeezing his shoulder, offering comfort while coaxing a 
confession. 


“I can’t help it. It’s out of my control.” The dark gaze 
fixed on his so intently he couldn’t have moved if he tried. 

“Starting fires?” Pete clarified. It was worse than he’d 
thought. The guy was a firebug, a psycho who thrived on the 
sight of flames and the destruction they caused. 

“Yes.” The man’s eyes drifted closed, dark smudges 
beneath his lashes stark against his pale face. “It doesn’t 
matter. You won’t believe me.” 

“Try me. Tell me the truth.” 

“Fires start when I’m around. You know, like in that old 
Stephen King story. | don’t set them. They just happen. So, | 
thought | could...” His eyes opened and he seized Pete’s 
coat again. “I can’t live like this any more.” 

Silence surrounded them. It was as if the noise and bustle 
of the world had faded away. Pete could only hear his own 
breathing and that of the man who lay on the muddy 
ground. 

“Hey, Santori, we could use your help over here,” 
Mroczek called, snapping the silent connection and bringing 
back noise and confusion. “Is that some guy you pulled 
out?” He waved an arm at the paramedics. “Over here! 
We've got a live one.” 

Pete locked gazes with the man once more. “The police 
are going to talk to you. Unless you want to end up in the 
psych ward, don’t tell that story.” 

The man’s eyes closed, cutting off the strange 
connection between them once more, then there was no 
time to talk as the emergency team took over, surrounding 
the stranger and blocking him from Pete’s sight. 

He returned to his duties, helping his crew douse the 
smoking building to prevent another flare-up. As he tramped 
through the jumble of charred beams and collapsed walls, 
checking to make sure the fire was completely extinguished, 
he thought of what the man had said. Firestarter. 
Spontaneous combustion. Crazy talk. 

He should report this to the fire marshal who'd be 
investigating the scene right away. Knowing what 


combustible substance the man had used and where and 
how he’d started the blaze would save a lot of time. Yet Pete 
kept the man’s insane tale to himself. There was something 
about the guy that was so melancholy, so vulnerable Pete 
didn’t want to cause him further pain. In fact, he found 
himself wanting to protect the man he’d carried through 
blinding black smoke from the burning building. 

A building the man had set on fire. Jesus, what was he 
thinking, keeping quiet about this? 

As Pete and his crew climbed aboard the rig, he didn’t 
join in with the usual banter: an argument about basketball 
and Mroczek bragging about some chick he’d bagged. The 
guys’ noise flowed around him, but the man he’d saved 
filled his thoughts and his vision. Those burning hot eyes 
begging for help... Christ, he was losing his mind, but he 
had to see him again. 

“Anyone know which hospital they'll take the John Doe 
to?” he asked. 

“St. Anne’s is probably closest.” Mrozcek passed his cell 
phone to Kelly, sitting next to him. “Look at those tits, man. 
Amazing! | don’t even care if they’re real or not, but which 
do you think?” 

Kelly studied the photo. “Definitely a boob job.” 

“Nice save, by the way,” Taft said to Pete, “even though 
the guy’s probably the asshole who started the blaze. Was 
he conscious? Did he talk?” 

“No.” 

Back at the station, the locker room was a chaos of men 
changing in and out of uniform, the banter flying thick as 
the next crew clocked in. Pete hung up his turnouts, 
showered and changed into street clothes. He grabbed his 
jacket from his locker and fished his car keys from the 
pocket. 

“Going to Callahan’s with us?” Mroczek combed his finger 
over the ends of his moustache. He’d splashed himself with 
so much cologne Pete practically had to hold his breath 
while talking to him. 


“Not tonight. | have something to do.” 

“Come on, Santori. You’re a chick magnet. Having a gay 
dude around is almost as useful as having a puppy ora 
baby. Women flock.” 

“Sorry. Can’t be your mascot tonight. Got plans.” He 
raised a hand in farewell and walked out of the ‘house into 
the cool night air. 

It was well past midnight and the streetlights shimmered 
on slick pavement so it must’ve rained while he was 
cleaning up. Pete drove across town to St. Anne’s where he 
went to emergency, showed his ID and asked about the 
victim from the fire on 45th Street. 

“The fire guy?” The duty nurse at the desk looked up 
from her computer and studied Pete curiously. “You the one 
who pulled him out?” 

“Yes.” 

“He’s still in emergency. Won’t speak, so he’s entered 
under John Doe. No burns or serious injuries, but | imagine 
they’re doing a psych evaluation.” 

Pete nodded his thanks. It was more information than she 
should’ve given a stranger, but he’d found being a 
firefighter was often useful at opening doors. He walked to 
the waiting area and sat. The chair’s padding was minimal, 
its upholstery almost worn through. It looked as exhausted 
as most of the glassy-eyed people waiting their turn to see a 
doctor. 

He should leave. Go home and forget the strange 
confession he’d heard tonight. It had been a long, physically 
demanding shift with a number of fires, and he needed 
sleep. Because of some fucked-up scheduling, he had to 
come back in less than the normal eight hours. But he knew 
he wouldn’t rest if he did go home. He had to see John Doe 
again. 


* OK OOK OK 


Alan fought the panic that threatened to break loose like 
a mustang and run rampaging through him. He wouldn’t 


have minded a shot of some kind of drug, but they evidently 
wanted him to have a clear mind while the shrink evaluated 
him. 

He’d attempted to act unconscious when the paramedics 
surrounded him, but his ruse was quickly discovered as his 
pupils responded and his breathing was normal. When he’d 
refused to speak at the hospital, they’d sent for a 
psychologist to assess his mental condition. A cop hung 
around like a circling shark. Alan knew it was only a matter 
of time before they decided he was sane but obstinate and 
he’d be arrested as a suspected arsonist. 

His plan to kill himself hadn’t worked out the way he’d 
intended. Should’ve known he couldn’t do it without causing 
a blaze. Maybe he should’ve stayed in his prison where the 
world was safe from him. Klaggert was right. He belonged 
there. 

Or maybe he should’ve tried a less violent method of 
killing himself, something that wouldn’t get him all fired up, 
pun intended. Sleeping pills. Surely he could get hold of 
some here at the hospital and slip into a nice peaceful and 
eternal sleep. The trick was to get away. If they left him 
alone for two minutes he thought he could do it, but if they 
locked him up in a psych ward ... well, it probably wouldn’t 
take long for Klaggert to sniff out the story of the arsonist 
John Doe and send someone for him. 

Alan lay on the hospital bed, eyes half closed, watching 
the two docs conferring, the nurse writing something on his 
chart, and the cop leaning against a wall looking bored. Four 
people in one tiny emergency room. How could he get past 
them? He didn’t want to hurt anybody, but he really needed 
to get out of here now. His temperature was rising. The 
nurse had commented on how unusually high it was when 
she took it and that was part of what had the doctors 
stumped. They just didn’t know what to make of him. 

The cop was red-faced and sweating. He wiped a hand 
across his forehead. “Isn’t it kinda hot in here?” 


Oh shit. Not here, not now. But Alan couldn’t suppress his 
rising tension, the turmoil of anger and fear of being locked 
up again that roiled in his gut and percolated through his 
veins. Adrenalin pumping, he was losing control. 

One of the doctors told the nurse to check on the 
thermostat problem that seemed to be affecting the ward 
then turned to Alan. “Dr. Beyers thinks we should keep you 
here for the night. As soon as we get a room ready, we'll 
check you in. Okay?” 

Alan didn’t nod. Maybe they’d think he couldn’t speak the 
language or was deaf or something. But the cop wasn’t 
going to let it go so easily. 

“What’s the prognosis? If there’s nothing physically 
wrong with this guy I'd like to ask him a few questions about 
the fire.” 

“AS you Can see, officer, he’s not able, or perhaps willing, 
to talk right now. And there are some anomalies in his vital 
Stats I'd like to investigate further.” 

The debate about whether to lock him up in the hospital 
or in jail grew more heated and Alan’s temper heated with 
it. He was tired of being a problem without a solution. Not 
an individual with thoughts and feelings, but a puzzle to be 
dissected. 

The doctors and cop stepped out of the increasingly 
stuffy room to continue their discussion beyond the swaying 
curtain. Alan sat up, smelling the smoke from the last fire 
wafting from his skin, feeling the heat of the next fire raging 
inside. Soon it would spill out like napalm—out of his body, 
out of his control. He had to do something, direct it as 
Kleggert had tried to train him to do. 

Alan focused on the wastebasket full of used gloves and 
paper coverings from the examination table. The energy 
surged through him and released like an orgasm in a burst 
of heat. Flames flared from the wastebasket and latex- 
scented smoke rose in the air. 

Head spinning from the aftermath of the surge, Alan 
jumped off the bed and grabbed his shoes from the floor. He 


held the edge of the bed to steady himself—expending so 
much energy on an empty stomach had made him dizzy— 
then staggered toward the curtain. When he pulled it open, 
the trio outside turned toward him. 

“Fire,” he announced quietly and pointed at the burning 
trash bin. 

Turmoil erupted as the nearest smoke detector suddenly 
bleated a piercing warning and people milled around 
following emergency protocol: locating a fire extinguisher, 
dousing the blaze and evacuating patients. The cop kept his 
head enough to grab Alan’s arm and pull him toward an exit. 
Not good, but a step in the right direction. 

Alan bided his time, waiting for an opportunity to pull his 
arm free and run. But run where? He’d been on the run for 
almost a year after escaping the facility where he’d been 
studied and probed, but being free hadn’t brought him any 
closer to freedom. He was still trapped in a body with an 
inhuman power he could barely control. As long as he was a 
firestarter, he’d never be free or normal. 

He and the cop were in the waiting room now, where the 
hospital staff was already directing people toward the doors. 
A woman clamored about bomb threats and terrorists to her 
companion as they hurried from the room. A girl cradling her 
injured arm wailed that she thought it was broken. And then, 
in the midst of the crowd, Alan saw the man who'd walked 
through fire and saved his life. Their eyes met, locked, held, 
as the throng of people passed between them. 

Alan froze. The cop tugged on his arm trying to get him 
to move. “Come on.” 

The fireman wove through the crowd toward them. 

Just then the girl with the broken arm tripped and started 
to fall into their path, and the policeman let go of Alan’s arm 
in order to catch her. Released, Alan pushed into the crowd, 
dodging around a heavyset nurse, a man in a wheelchair, 
and a bling-draped teenager wearing a basketball uniform. 

Suddenly he was in front of the fireman and looking into 
his brown eyes, aS warm and compassionate as he’d 


remembered them. The feelings inside he thought he’d 
imagined earlier rose again: comfort, trust, hope. 

“Help me.” Alan wasn’t sure if he’d said the words aloud. 
He meant to. But it didn’t matter, because this man, this 
stranger, responded as if he had. 

The fireman grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the 
exit door. 


Chapter Two 


Holy Christ, I’ve lost my mind. Pete glanced at the man 
sitting in the passenger seat of his car, the man for whom 
he’d risked his life twice tonight. Saving this guy from a fire 
had been minor compared to the danger Pete had put his 
future in by aiding and abetting a possible felon. A career- 
ender for sure with possible jail time. 

Why had he done it? He didn’t need this kind of trouble. 

The man hadn’t even said thanks. He simply sat staring 
out the window, his head pressed to the glass and his eyes 
flicking restlessly over the passing scenery. 

Pete wanted to reach out and push the hank of black hair 
off his face so he could see the man’s profile better: the 
small nose, the cheekbones so sharp they appeared ready 
to push through his skin, the straight slash of eyebrows and 
curling fringe of black lashes. His features were Asian and 
Pete wondered if perhaps he didn’t speak English well, 
although he’d communicated just fine earlier. His voice held 
a trace of a California accent if anything. 

Pete cleared his throat. The silence had gone on longer 
than he could stand. “I’m Pete Santori. You have a name?” 

A long pause followed his question then the man turned 
toward him, meeting his gaze. “Alan.” 

Pete waited for a last name but didn’t get one. “So, Alan, 
do you want to tell me why | should help you?” 

A sardonic twist of the lips and a dry, flat tone came with 
the answer. “You probably shouldn’t.” 

“You really believe what you told me about how the fire 
started?” 

“Crazy talk, huh? But do you know why they were 
evacuating the hospital just now? It wasn’t a bomb threat.” 
In immediate, ironic response, the wail of a siren and 
flash of red lights signaled the approach of a fire engine 
heading in the direction from which they’d just come. His 


pulse racing even faster than it already had been, Pete 
pulled over to the shoulder. He watched the emergency 
vehicles zip by on their way to St. Anne’s before turning to 
face Alan No-Last-Name. 

“Tell me what the hell is going on or l'Il deliver you to the 
police station right now.” 

The other man’s exhale was audible. “I told you, but I’m 
not surprised you don’t believe me. The story gets even 
crazier. l've been locked up since | was fifteen. Not a 
nuthouse, a government lab—or at least that was what they 
claimed it was.” 

Pete remained silent, waiting for the whole night to make 
sense, including his own behavior in rushing to this lunatic’s 
rescue. 

Alan gazed at him from under the slightly tilted brows 
that gave him a permanently questioning look. “You’re not 
going to believe me without some kind of demonstration, 
are you? | don’t know if | have enough energy right now. | 
might be all tapped out for the night.” He snorted. “Maybe 
that’s the solution to getting rid of the power. Keep using it 
until | wear it out.” 

As insane the story sounded, Pete realized he wouldn’t 
have helped this guy if he didn’t have a kernel of belief on 
some level. “I’m sorry. It’s too much. | can’t—” 

“All right. | can see you need proof.” Alan interrupted and 
scooted across the seat toward him. 

Pete reared back at the unexpected move. “Shit!” 

Glittering black eyes peered into his from so close Pete 
could feel the man’s breath on his face. “A burst of 
hormones is one of my triggers. Can | kiss you?” 

Alan didn’t seem to doubt he’d read Pete’s inclinations 
correctly, and only a flick of his tongue over his lips 
betrayed his nervousness. 

It was foolish to deny the attraction between them, 
apparent since the moment they’d first locked gazes. 
Besides, Pete was curious about where this might lead. 


What excuse would the guy make when a few kisses didn’t 
produce spontaneous combustion? 

Pete bent his head and touched his lips to the stranger’s 
mouth. Warm, soft lips molded to his, fanning the guttering 
flame in his belly. His cock, already semi rigid, swelled 
harder. Slipping a hand around the back of Alan’s neck, he 
held him steady and deepened the kiss. Pete opened his 
mouth and caressed the other man’s lips with his tongue, 
teasing them open and sliding inside—so hot and wet. 

This is crazy. His mind tried to reel him in, but Pete 
ignored it, indulging the rush of desire coursing through him. 
He rubbed Alan’s neck, feeling the strong tendons and the 
contrast between feathery hair and hard skull. He slid his 
fingers into the thick, long hair that hung down past his 
shoulders. It was smooth, glossy, a little greasy. He wanted 
to tug on it. 

Alan smelled and tasted of smoke and sweat. His skin 
was hot beneath Pete’s palm, as if he had a fever. He made 
a noise in his throat that could have been a protest ora 
request for more. Pete’s erection grew harder at that quiet 
sound, digging into the zipper of his jeans, begging to be let 
out. 

Pete was getting hotter by the second, both inside and 
out. The temperature in the cab of the truck seemed to be 
climbing. A crackling, electric feeling charged the air and 
raised the hairs on his body. Although he sensed something 
strange, he couldn’t stop kissing Alan, running his hands 
down the other man’s back and feeling the bumps of 
vertebrae beneath his T-shirt. 

Alan touched him through his fly, the weight of his palm 
Cupping the bulge. Heat baked through the denim of Pete’s 
jeans and enveloped his cock. Almost too much heat, almost 
painful, but oh-so-good. Pete was light-headed and realized 
it was oxygen deprivation. The cab felt like a room ina 
burning building just before it exploded into flames. 

Abruptly, Alan let go of Pete’s shaft and broke off the 
kiss. “Enough,” he gasped. 


Blinking, Pete wiped the sweat from his brow and gaped 
at the man sitting beside him, breathing hard. 

“You see? Do you believe me now?” 

Not sure how to answer, Pete faced forward in the idling 
car and drew a deep breath. He reached down to the dash 
and turned the air conditioning on full blast. 

Alan’s laughter was mirthless. “Gives hot sex a whole 
new meaning, doesn’t it?” 

“This happens every time you...?” 

“I never do. | can’t, because, you know, | might incinerate 
my partner and I think that would put a damper on things.” 

Pete put the car in gear, absently checked for traffic and 
pulled back onto the street. He didn’t speak as he drove 
toward home. 

“Freak, eh? And I’m sure as hell not going to save the 
world with a power like this. If anything, I’d be the villain in a 
comic book.” 

Pete wasn’t ready to discuss Alan’s alleged paranormal 
power. “You look exhausted. We both need some sleep. You 
can crash at my apartment and we'll talk about everything 
tomorrow.” 

“You're in control.” Alan slumped back in his seat and 
turned his face to the window again. 

Pete touched his fingers to his lips, branded by that fiery 
kiss, and wondered what in the hell had just happened. 


* OK OOK OK 


Alan’s eyes opened, registering the bright sunlight 
shining into the room and the fact he was sleeping in a bed 
for the first time in months. The events of the previous night 
came back to him in a rush...the fire, the hospital, the 
escape and his rescue by a tall, dark stranger like some 
cheesy fortuneteller’s prediction. 

Who was Pete Santori and why had he come to his aid? 
Was it only in Alan’s wishful imagination that there’d been 
some kind of connection between them? Years of loneliness 
could play tricks on the mind, making a guy grasp at the 


first person who showed him any kindness and to mistake 
simple lust for something more. 

Alan sat and looked around the room he barely 
remembered staggering into last night. His shirt and jeans 
were balled up on the floor, but even his skin smelled like 
smoke. He should’ve taken a shower before tumbling into 
Santori’s bed—and it must be his bed, because this didn’t 
look like a guest room. 

He rose and walked around the room, examining his 
benefactor’s possessions. On the nightstand was a lamp, a 
clock, a watch and a book about the Tet Offensive, open and 
lying face down. There was a jumble of coins, ticket stubs, 
gum and other pocket crap on the dresser as well as a few 
framed photos of what might be family members. A couple 
of the dresser drawers were open and had clothes spilling 
out of them. More shirts and shoes littered the floor and the 
open closet door revealed an overflowing clothes basket. 

Alan went to the closet and ran his hand over the shirts 
hung haphazardly on their hangers. With a quick glance at 
the door to make sure it was still shut, he leaned in and 
sniffed a blue shirt. The garment smelled like its owner. Lust 
stabbed through him at the memory of last night’s kisses. 

Down boy, he warned his cock. /t’s time to gain some 
self-control. If he could remain calm and low key all the 
time, he might have a chance of living some kind of normal 
life. Of course, “normal” was a relative term when one was 
on the run with no I.D., money or destination. 

After putting on his smelly shirt and jeans, Alan walked 
into the hall and followed the scent of coffee and the sound 
of the TV. In the living room, Santori sat on the couch with 
his bare feet propped on a coffee table. He had a mug in his 
hands and CNN turned low. 

He turned to look at Alan. “Good morning.” 

Feeling as awkward as a leftover party guest who’d 
gotten too drunk to drive home, Alan raised a hand in 
greeting. “Hi.” 


Pete stood and Alan really saw him for the first time, not 
shrouded in smoke and darkness or in the tumult of escape 
or the dim interior of a car. He wasn’t a lot taller than Alan, 
but he was definitely wider across the shoulders. His biceps 
swelled out of his T-shirt sleeves and the material stretched 
across his chest. Narrow hips and long legs completed the 
image of the perfect firehouse stud, Alan’s wet dream come 
to life. 

As he followed Pete to the kitchen, he tried to keep his 
eyes off his jeans-clad ass. The view of his broad back and 
the short dark curls that brushed the nape of his neck was 
almost as good. Alan wanted to move in close behind him 
and kiss the back of his neck ... inappropriate and not a line 
of thought that would help him keep his libido in check. 
Breakfast: toast, eggs, coffee. He must concentrate on 
mundane things like that instead. 

Pete reached for the carafe in the coffeemaker and 
poured a cup. “Did you sleep all right?” 

Alan was tempted to make a smart-ass remark about 
there being no flash fire so his night must have been 
nightmare-free, but he held his tongue. “Yes, thanks. And | 
want to thank you again for helping me and bringing me to 
your home. | know what trouble this could make for you.” 

Pete didn’t answer, but handed him the coffee. 

In his nervousness, Alan sipped too soon and scalded his 
tongue. Then he held the mug between his hands, watching 
Pete move around the kitchen, making breakfast. 

“I want to know more about this ‘government facility’ 
where you were held and what you were doing before the 
fire started last night. But first, how about you take a 
shower while | fix something to eat?” 

Alan was glad to be given direction. He was used to it 
after so many years, and having orders to follow made him 
feel calmer. 

Pete gave him fresh clothes to change into and showed 
him to the bathroom. There Alan lingered beneath the 
pummeling spray of the shower as it swept the grime from 


his body down the drain. He’d almost forgotten how 
wonderful running water felt. With his head bowed, he let it 
rain on his neck and back until his tense muscles relaxed. 

At last he remembered his host was preparing breakfast 
and he shouldn’t keep him waiting. Alan stepped out of the 
shower, refreshed and less anxious than he’d been in a long 
while. He toweled dry, dressed and headed back toward the 
delicious smells that made his stomach rumble. 

The sight of a bacon-and-egg breakfast almost moved 
him to tears he was so hungry, and although he tried not to 
wolf the food, he wasn’t very successful. Hard to believe 
that only yesterday he’d been ready to end his life when 
there were such wonderful things as breakfast food in the 
world. It was a reason to keep getting up every morning, 
worth staying alive for. 

“Something funny?” Pete asked, and Alan realized he was 
smiling. 

“Not really. | was just thinking what a difference a day 
makes.” 

Pete held his coffee mug between his hands, but didn’t 
drink it. “I’ve been thinking about everything you said 
yesterday. You were trying to kill yourself last night.” 

It was more a statement than a question, but Alan 
nodded. “Stupid. | see that now, but I felt like I’d run out of 
options.” 

“Suicide by fire? Not a smart choice.” 

“Actually, | was going to, uh, stab myself. Kind of fall on 
my blade like in those Samurai movies. Of course, before | 
could psych myself to even puncture flesh the fucking room 
burst into flames.” He shook his head. “Should’ve known 
better. Pills are the way to go. Drift into a nice quiet sleep. 
Of course that means getting hold of some, which isn’t so 
easy when you’re broke. You’d be surprised how hard it is to 
commit suicide with no money to buy a gun or rope or 
poison.” 

Pete frowned as though trying to decide if he was joking 
or not. Alan wasn’t sure himself. He’d really meant to do it 


yesterday. Now the idea sounded preposterous and his ironic 
sense of humor had returned. 

“You didn’t consider slitting your wrists?” Pete said at 
last, joining into his morbid game. 

“Too slow. | wanted it to be as fast and painless as 
possible.” 

“And what brought you to that state of mind?” 

Alan toyed with the dry corner of his toast he’d left on his 
plate. Time to tell his life story, or the essentials, at any 
rate. It was strange to talk to someone about himself, about 
anything really. He’d been so isolated for six years with no 
one but doctors and “caretakers,” a.k.a guards, that he’d 
almost forgotten how to be with people. Living on the street 
for the past year hadn’t brought back any normal social 
Skills. 

“Okay, here goes. | was a fairly normal baby, a damn 
good thing. Can you imagine if things ignited every time an 
infant had a temper tantrum? There were odd signs all 
along, | guess, but it wasn’t until | hit puberty that my ability 
really kicked in.” He laughed. “Of course, teens are even 
more temperamental than babies. There were a few ... 
incidents before | finally began to understand what was 
happening to me. My parents just thought | was a firebug 
and sent me to a shrink.” 

Alan remembered the long, fruitless chats as the 
psychologist had tried to expose the roots of some deep- 
seated issues that simply weren’t there. Apart from his 
weird ability, he was pretty normal with a functional family. 

“Something bad happened when | was fifteen. Not Carrie- 
at-the-prom bad, but bad enough and big enough that it 
caught certain peoples’ attention. | don’t know how. One 
day | was rebelling against my parents, acting out, getting 
into trouble. The next | was taken away and locked up. For 
my own good, they told me. Klaggert claimed my parents 
signed a release, said they couldn’t deal with me anymore 
and were glad to put me someplace ‘safe’, but | don’t know 
if it’s true. | haven’t communicated with them since.” He 


tried not to reveal the pain his forced isolation caused, not 
wanting to appear any more pathetic than he already did. 

“You escaped?” 

Alan nodded. “About a year ago and I’ve been on the run 
ever since, living on the street. Can’t go to see my family 
because | know they’d catch me again. Can’t get a job, and 
I’ve been living on handouts. Last night, | don’t know, | 
guess | just reached my limit.” 

Pete stood and began clearing the table. Alan guessed he 
was thinking and distancing himself from the problem by 
keeping busy. Alan had done plenty of that during his years 
of imprisonment, anything to fool himself into thinking he 
had something to accomplish. 

“The man in charge of my case is named Klaggert. Over 
the years there were lots of physical and psychological 
tests. They studied every facet of my physiology. If they 
came to any conclusions, no one bothered to tell me.” 

Finished stacking the plates in the sink, Pete leaned 
against the counter, arms folded, his body language 
signaling he still wasn’t ready to believe all of this. “How’d 
you get away?” 

“It was surprisingly easy, considering | was housed in a 
special wing of a facility designed specifically to contain me 
and my ability. Guess they got lax and started to think the 
guinea pig was happy in his habitat. But | was watching and 
waiting. When | saw a flaw in the routine, | went for it. 

“I asked my guard to take me to the pool for a swim. He 
didn’t watch me very closely anymore so | slipped from the 
changing room and ran to the kitchen area which serviced 
the entire building. From there | snuck into the back of a 
delivery truck.” Told in a few sentences it sounded simple, 
but it hadn’t been. It was a fluke he’d made it out at all. He 
remembered how adrenaline had flooded his system so 
acutely he’d been afraid he’d set his escape vehicle on fire. 

Pete was Staring at the floor, not into Alan’s eyes, which 
wasn’t a good sign. His face was expressionless, his mouth 
grim and his dark brows drawn together in a frown. 


“I know it sounds like the plot of a really bad movie. | 
don’t blame you for not believing me.” 

The brown eyes stopped studying the worn linoleum and 
gazed into his. “I didn’t say | don’t believe you, but it’s a lot 
to take in all at once. | need to ... to think about this.” He 
glanced at his watch. “And unfortunately, | also need to go 
back to work. After this shift, l'Il be off for several days and 
we'll have plenty of time to figure out what you should do 
next.” 

“You're going to help me?” Alan’s heart expanded and 
lifted like it had received a jolt of helium. To have someone 
actually listen to his story and even provisionally accept it 
as fact was mind altering. He wanted to throw his arms 
around Pete and bury his face against his chest. He’d been 
so alone for so long. 

“You can crash here for a while at least, providing you 
don’t set the place on fire.” The other man’s mouth twitched 
as he delivered the line deadpan. 

“Not so much as a flame,” Alan promised, astounded at 
the chance Pete was taking on a stranger. “But why would 
you let me stay? You don’t even know me.” 

One dark brow lifted. “Are you trying to make me second 
guess myself? Believe me, it wouldn’t be hard right now.” 

Alan made a zipping motion across his lips. 

Pete dropped his arms to his sides and stepped away 
from the counter, bridging the distance between them. 
“Look. | don’t know what to think, but something strange 
happened last night. | can’t deny what | felt.” 

For a second, Alan thought he meant something other 
than the heat building inside the car when they kissed. 

“I know when to trust my instincts and when to take 
chances. It’s what makes me good at my job. And right now 
my gut’s saying you’re not a threat.” 

“Just monumentally fucked up, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

Pete’s small smile sent a razor sharp stab straight to 
Alan’s groin. Desire swelled. He didn’t know how much was 


because this man was incredibly sexy, how much was his 
own pent-up need, and how much was gratitude and hero 
worship. But he quelled the flickering flames of longing and 
offered his hand for a polite shake. 

“Thank you. For everything.” 

Pete’s warm hand clasped his, then let go. Alan wondered 
if it was his imagination that Pete held on just a little longer 
than necessary. 


Chapter Three 


Pete breathed the oxygen-saturated air from his tank and 
peered through the visor of his helmet as he made his way 
through the thick, black smoke that filled the building. The 
saying might be “where there’s smoke, there’s fire” but in 
Pete’s experience there was always a lot more smoke than 
fire, and there were more deaths caused by asphyxiation 
due to smoke inhalation than from burns. 

Navigating through the surreal haze without losing his 
bearings was always difficult, but luckily the layout of the 
office building was pretty straightforward. He found a victim 
on his knees, gasping for air in his office cubicle and Pete 
crouched beside the man and put an oxygen mask on his 
face. 

“Got a live one,” he announced into his mic to the rest of 
the crew. 

“Get him out, quick. Fire’s spreading and we're going to 
get cut off from the stairwell if we don’t hurry.” Mroczek’s 
voice came through his earpiece. 

Pete helped the victim to his feet, slung an arm around 
his shoulders and led him out of the room full of cubicles. As 
they neared the stairs, Pete could feel the temperature rise. 
Mroczek was hosing down a wall trying to keep the fire from 
burning through. They needed to keep it cool long enough to 
remove the rest of the victims. Sorenson was ahead of Pete, 
guiding several other office workers to safety. 

Pete and his save were almost to the exit door when the 
wall began to waver, the deadly orange glow of flame 
flickering ominously. 

“It’s going. Pull back,” Mroczek ordered. 

Pete dragged the staggering man into the stairwell and 
felt Mroczek at his back. There was a whoosh as the fire 
broke through and oxygen fed it. He glanced over his 


shoulder to see orange flames engulfing the room behind 
them. 

They made their way down the black stairwell and out of 
the building. Pete pushed his helmet off and sucked ina 
breath of fresh air laden with smoke from the fire. 

“You okay?” He asked the man in the suit, who’d torn off 
his oxygen mask and was on the ground on all fours, 
coughing and gasping for breath again. 

“Christ, | could have died in there! Thanks.” 

Pete called over the paramedics and left the victim to 
their attention, then went to help finish extinguishing the 
blaze. 

Thirty minutes later the crew finally packed up the truck 
and headed back to the station. They’d fought three fairly 
large fires in less than twenty-four hours. Pete was 
exhausted from the nearly back-to-back shifts. 

Kelly collapsed on one of the beat-up chairs in the 
lounge. “Hey, Santori, did you hear that pyro you saved 
started another blaze at the hospital last night? Then he 
escaped from the cop that was with him.” 

“No shit?” Pete drank deep from the water bottle he’d 
pulled from the fridge and prayed he hadn’t been caught on 
any security monitors. The police might be viewing footage 
even now, watching him aid a fugitive. He hadn’t even 
considered it until just now. A jolt of fear stabbed through 
him. 

“I hope they catch that fucker. Hope they shoot him 
during the arrest. It'd be a blessing,” Mroczek said. 

Pete capped the water and walked into the bay to get 
away from the guys. He was as jumpy as a virgin on a date, 
and if any of them sniffed out his nervousness, they’d 
harass him until he spilled, or snapped and punched 
somebody. Unmerciful teasing was the number one sport to 
pass the downtime between jobs. 

As he walked past the pumper truck, he thought about 
Alan waiting in his apartment doing God knew what. He was 
crazy to have let him stay there. It would serve him right to 


go home and find charred ruins. Pete didn’t really believe 
the guy was an arsonist, but he also had a hard time 
accepting his fantastic tale of being a firestarter kept 
prisoner by a secret government agency. However, the heat 
rising in his car last night had been a real phenomenon and 
spontaneous combustion was scientifically possible. What if 
someone's strong emotions built to such a high level of 
intensity that energy literally exploded from him in a 
physical manifestation? Matter was made of vibrating 
molecules that could do all kinds of crazy things. 

Sitting on the chrome bumper of the truck, Pete stared 
out the open garage door at the street. What would it be like 
to be filled with so much energy with no way to expend it? 
An image of Mroczek spraying the wall with a stream of 
water earlier came into his mind. The pressure on the far 
side was tremendous as the fire ate all the available oxygen 
and expanded, but cooling water balanced the heat and 
held the fire at bay. There ought to be some way to apply 
that to Alan. 

“What’s up?” Mroczek came around the edge of the 
truck, an unlit cigarette in his hand. 

Pete jumped, his heart pounding. “Jesus, don’t do that! 
You scared the hell out of me.” 

“What’s wrong with you tonight? You’re acting weird. 
Hung up on some dude?” 

“Something like that.” A picture of Alan’s face after he’d 
kissed him flashed through his mind, the fringe of black 
lashes against his cheeks, his lips wet and open. 

Mroczek grimaced. “Nobody around here, | hope, ‘cause, 
fuck, that’s just—” 

“No, Mike. Nobody here. Your virtue is safe. Besides, if | 
was attracted to big, ugly and dumb I’d go over to House 
15. You know they got the hottest meat.” 

“Gross, man.” Shaking his head, Mike continued on 
outside to light up his cigarette. 

Pete laughed and walked back inside. Putting up with 
Mike’s barbs about being gay was a pleasure when turning 


the tables was so easy. He should hang the raunchiest sex 
photos he could find in the break room, really fuck with his 
mind. 


x OK OOK OK 


When his shift was finally over, Pete drove a little too fast 
through busy traffic to reach his apartment. The smell of 
cooking met him in the hallway and grew stronger when he 
opened the door. 

In the living room his houseguest lay on the couch 
reading a book. He wore a pair of Pete’s sweats and a T-shirt 
and his feet were bare. Pete felt a flare of arousal at the 
sight of his feet, not because he had a foot fetish but 
because they looked so vulnerable, naked and exposed. 
Alan’s hair stuck up in back as if he’d slept on it while it was 
still wet. The tousled look suited him and added to the sense 
of vulnerability, rousing the impulse to protect in Pete. 

Alan glanced up at him. “Hey. How was your day, dear?” 

“The usual heroics—saving a few puppies and babies.” 
He crossed the room and sat in the armchair. “You're 
reading my book.” 

Alan closed it and looked at the cover, a black-and-white 
photo of choppers flying low and torching a jungle. “Yeah. 
Interesting stuff, if you’re into war.” 

“I’m not really, but my dad was there. | don’t know. | 
guess | thought if | understood what went on in Vietnam | 
might understand him better.” 

“And do you?” 

“No. Not really. Maybe you have to live through it to get 
it. Or maybe the guy would’ve been exactly the way he is 
with or without the war.” 

“Not so close then?” 

“No. We're not.” Pete toed off one shoe then the other, 
stretched his legs and leaned back in the chair. “What about 
you? | mean, before you were, uh, taken away. How’d you 
get along with your parents?” 


“I fought with them about everything. | can see now | 
picked fights where there didn’t need to be any. It wasn’t 
like they even gave me crap when I announced | liked boys, 
but | had to keep stirring things up. Can’t even remember 
why now.” Alan shook his head. “And then it was too late to 
talk to them. | got ... kidnapped | guess you could say.” 

“Sounds like you were a normal teenager, and it also 
sounds like you'd like to see them again, make things right.” 

“Which | can’t do under the circumstances.” 

Pete drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair. “I’ve 
been thinking about your problem. Spontaneous combustion 
is a chemical reaction. The internal heat of a substance rises 
through oxidation until it ignites. In your case, it seems like 
energy builds inside your body, you release it and 
flammable things nearby catch fire. So, | wondered what 
would happen if water were introduced.” 

Alan raised a dismissive hand. “Been there. Done that. 
Have the scars to prove it. Or | did for a while anyway. One 
among many experiments—immersion in a tank of water. 
Turns out it didn’t cool me down, just produced boiling 
water. Hurt like hell.” 

“Jesus! What else did they do to you?” 

“They took blood, urine and cell samples regularly, 
studied my DNA and brain waves, introduced electrocution 
to stimulate different parts of the brain and body. They tried 
both deprivation and saturation of the senses with stimulus, 
examined the results of pain, attempted to train me to focus 
the energy better, and tried to isolate what made me 
different so they could reproduce it; | assume to create 
some super-warrior.” 

Pete’s stomach rolled, as he imagined the poor kid living 
a life of invasive lab tests and loneliness. “Damn, it sounds 
worse than summer camp.” 

Alan laughed, a warm, resonant sound. His eyes 
narrowed to slits and lines fanned out from the corners. “l 
like you.” 


“What now? What would you want to do with the rest of 
your life if you didn’t have this power or have to worry about 
these guys coming after you?” 

Alan ran a hand through his hair, tousling the straight, 
black strands. “I don’t know, man. Just live a normal life, | 
guess. Hell, l’d be happy being able to serve fries at 
McDonald’s without making the fry grease catch fire.” 

His charming grin was gone and he looked worn out, 
much older than the early twenties he must be according to 
the time frame he’d given. Pete had an overwhelming desire 
to take him in his arms and offer comfort. Not wise. He 
stood up. “Come on. Let’s get something to eat. Thanks for 
cooking, by the way.” 

“Oh, no problem.” Alan put the book aside and rose. “It’s 
my specialty; canned stew and a bag of salad. Actually, I’ve 
never had much chance to cook. They tended to want to 
keep me away from gas stoves.” 

Pete smiled, admiring him for keeping his sense of humor 
in the face of overwhelming crap raining down on his life. / 
like you, too, he thought. 

The back of his hand brushed against Alan’s as they 
walked side by side to the kitchen. Pete felt a charge of 
something that made the hair on his arms rise. Too close. He 
needed to keep some distance between them before 
somebody got hurt. 


* OK OOK x 


“How about you?” Alan asked as he dug into his second 
helping of stew. “Any brothers or sisters, or are you an only 
child like me?” 

“Two sisters. One brother—a fireman, too. So’s my dad 
and grandpa before him.” 

“Did you want to be a fireman or were you just following 
family tradition?” 

“A little of both, | guess. It gets in your blood. When | hear 
sirens on my day off my heart starts pumping. | want to be 
there helping.” 


“Paviovian response.” Alan smiled. “It’s important work. 
You should be proud of what you do.” 

“lam. Also tired, overworked and discouraged 
sometimes. Losing people ... you never get over feeling you 
could’ve done better.” Pete folded his arms on the table and 
leaned forward on them. He smiled, dispelling the somber 
tone of the conversations. “But firefighters get a lot of play, 
so | got that going for me.” 

The flash of Pete’s white teeth in a sexy grin was enough 
to send a Spiral of lust from Alan’s eyes straight down to his 
dick. Damn, the man was hot! 

“Dating anyone in particular?” Alan was embarrassed at 
how anxious he was to know the answer. 

“No. I’ve never lived with a guy or had a long-term 
thing.” Pete shrugged. “Maybe I’m commitment-phobic.” 

“Or maybe you haven’t found the right person yet.” 

“Maybe.” 

Silence fell between them, the first during the entire 
meal. They had a natural chemistry and Alan wondered how 
different things would’ve been if they’d met under other 
circumstances ... and if he wasn’t a pyrotechnic freak. 

“I, uh,” he began, “haven't really had a lot of experience 
myself, being locked up and all. And the kind of guys you 
meet on the street when you’re homeless tend to be 
hygienically challenged. Not to mention I’m afraid of where 
a little action might lead.” 

“What about before, when you were a kid?” 

A vision of Tony Barstow screaming and slapping at his 
hair, trying to douse the flames flashed through his mind. 
“No. There was someone in high school, but when we tried 
to get together it didn’t end well.” 

Pete nodded. “Maybe now that you're older. Didn’t you 
say they taught you some techniques to control your 
power?” 

“I said ‘tried’ and | do have better control.” He laughed 
dryly. “At least | can jerk off without causing any damage. 


But when I’m really feeling strongly—passion, rage, fear— 
the energy still spirals out of control.” 

The other man’s brown eyes were warm and 
compassionate. “If you want, | mean, if you’re interested, I’d 
be willing to, uh, try an experiment.” His tongue flicked over 
his lips. “We could stop if it gets too intense.” 

‘If | want?’ Hell, yeah, | want! “Really?” Alan swallowed 
the last bite of salty stew and set down his fork. “I mean... 
really?” 

Pete chuckled. “Yes, really.” He leaned forward a little 
farther and his lids lowered. The sensual, heavy-lidded look 
made Alan’s cock rise to attention. If this was the expression 
Pete used to get men into bed, then damn, he must never 
have to spend a night alone. 

“Are you interested?” 

Alan’s throat constricted and his head grew light from too 
little oxygen. He needed to slow things down, put the brakes 
on, collect his thoughts. He glanced at the table. “The 
dishes. We should clean up.” 

“Fuck the dishes.” Pete rose, tall, commanding, powerful 
and oh-so-sexy. He held out his hand. 

After a second’s hesitation, Alan took it. Pete drew him to 
his feet and they faced each other in the tiny kitchen where 
the smell of beef stew lingered. Then Pete pulled him into 
his arms and kissed him. The pressure of his warm lips and 
the flick of his soft, wet tongue over Alan’s lips sent sparks 
through him. The yearning desire to have it all, to take his 
pleasure with this man, surged strong inside Alan, and with 
it grew the heat. 

Pete’s hands pressed against his back, holding him 
steady, holding him close. His body molded against Alan’s, 
chest to groin, unyielding and strong. Alan wanted to see all 
of those beautiful muscles unclothed. He clutched the back 
of Pete’s shirt, bunching it up and then he dared to slip a 
hand underneath and touch the smooth, hard back. So hot. 

Too hot! 

Alan pulled away, gasping. “No. It’s not safe.” 


“| have an idea.” Pete sounded breathless, too. “I thought 
it might be safer to do this in the shower. Keep cool water 
running and maintain some balance for all that heat you 
generate.” 

Alan nodded. “Okay.” What else was he going to say? No? 
Hardly! 

Pete took his hand and led him to the bathroom. Then he 
slowly began to remove his clothes. Alan raised his arms 
and let him draw the shirt over his head. Pete ran his hands 
down his arms, up his chest, so hot, and Alan’s insides 
quivered. He thought he could feel the very molecules in his 
body vibrating as his cock swelled. 

Pete crouched before him and tugged the sweatpants 
down Alan’s hips. They were a size too large and practically 
falling off anyway. Alan watched his erection bob free, 
thrusting toward Pete’s face. Would he take it in his mouth? 
Touch it with his hand? The very idea of at long last being 
caressed by a hand other than his own was shattering. He’d 
ached for it, yearned for it for so long. His teeth chattered as 
if he was freezing although his body burned hotter than an 
oven. 

Pete touched his shaft lightly with his fingertips, 
caressing it as if sampling the texture. When he looked up, 
his eyes were dark, the pupils dilated with arousal. Rising to 
his feet, he leaned in to kiss Alan once more. 

The temperature in the small bathroom climbed as he 
rubbed his palms down Alan’s back, skin to skin this time. 
He cupped his ass, and Alan’s heart hammered. Pete kissed 
him again, a swirl of tongue, pressure of soft lips, nibbling 
wetness that sent blood rushing through his ears so he 
could only hear the pounding of his heart. More. Now. Hot. 
Need. 

Sweat shone on Pete’s flushed face when he stepped 
back. He stripped off his own T-shirt and tossed it to the 
floor. His muscular torso was everything Alan had imagined. 
A light dusting of black hair curled on his pectorals and grew 


in a straight line from his navel to the fly of his jeans. Alan 
reached out and pressed a hand to his chest. Burning! 

Pete hissed either in pain or pleasure, but he didn’t draw 
away as Alan trailed his hand down the sculpted muscles, 
the taut stomach, to his waist. Pete unfastened his jeans 
and pulled them off then stood naked, allowing him to look 
his fill. At the same time, his avid eyes studied Alan’s body. 

Alan felt a swell of pride. No one had ever looked at him 
like that before, like they found him sexy and wanted to 
devour him. Years of imprisonment—both literal and 
psychological—had given him no opportunity to be admired. 
It felt good. His skin burned at the caress of the other man’s 
gaze. 

Pete had closed the door so if anything ignited it would 
be contained in this one room, and now the heat in the 
bathroom was sauna-hot and dry. Pete took Alan’s hand and 
pulled him toward the shower. He turned on the tap and 
adjusted the temperature before stepping under the 
showerhead. 

The glistening drops beating against his thick, curly hair 
and rolling down his gorgeous body were enough to cause a 
flash fire inside Alan right then. But Pete pulled him under 
the cool spray and it doused some of his heat. 

Turning them so that Alan’s back was drenched in the 
flow of water, Pete leaned in and kissed him once more, a 
soft, slow sampling of his lips. 

“Easy now.” His husky voice made Alan’s stomach 
tighten. “Try to relax. As the energy builds, release it in 
Small increments.” 

“Release it where?” He remembered flames in the 
wastebasket. 

“Into me.” Pete took possession of his mouth, strong and 
hard this time. 

Alan relaxed into his embrace and his demanding kiss. 
Heat rose in him, but he didn’t panic and shed the mounting 
energy like too-tight skin. Instead he directed it from his 
mouth into Pete’s and from his flesh into the slippery wet 


flesh pressed against him. A little. Not enough to make him 
Sizzle. 

Pete groaned and opened his mouth wider, held Alan’s 
body tighter. He took what flowed into him and seemed to 
grasp for more. 

Cool water ran down Alan’s face, turning warm from his 
fevered skin. But even as his arousal grew, the heat inside 
him was siphoned off into the man whose body pinned him 
to the slick tiles. Pete ground his erection into his groin. It 
Slid alongside Alan’s rigid cock. 

Alan wrapped his hands around Pete’s back, carried away 
by powerful forces and hanging onto his control by a thread. 
He groaned and clung harder to the wet, slick shoulders and 
steaming hot skin. 

He wanted this moment to go on forever—another 
human body pressed close to his, hands touching him, a 
mouth fused to his. When Pete suddenly wrenched away, 
Alan felt bereft. He gave an involuntary cry of protest. He’d 
hurt Pete, burned him or, God forbid, fried his cock! 

But no. Pete looked at him for one moment through the 
spray of water, his hand pressing into the center of Alan’s 
chest, holding him up against the shower stall. Then he 
dropped to his knees. 

Alan watched Pete wrap his hand around his cock and 
bring it to his mouth. The sight was riveting, a fantasy come 
true. Pete’s profile from above was beautiful; the straight 
nose, strong cheekbones and fan of thick eyelashes against 
them. His black hair was drenched, the curl gone out of it 
beneath the weight of water. Alan rested a hand lightly on 
his head, feeling the soaking mass and watching the other 
man’s sensuous lips open and wrap around the head of his 
aching cock. 

He sucked in a breath at the heat of Pete’s mouth and 
the incredible sucking sensation, tugging and pulling on his 
cock. His passion swelled higher and hotter, like 
thunderheads piling layer on layer. At any moment lightning 
would crackle and split the earth. 


Steam rose all around them as cool water hit their bodies 
and hot water swirled down the drain. Alan could barely see 
Pete through the mist. His heart jolted in his chest, fear 
entwining with lust. He pushed at Pete’s head, trying to 
break free. 

“No.” Again the image of his high school lover’s horrified 
face and singed hair and hands filled his mind. 

Pete looked up and smiled, a heartbreakingly beautiful 
grin. “It’s all right. Let go.” Then he bent and sucked Alan 
deep once more, moved his fist briskly up and down, the 
friction bringing him to the edge or orgasm. 

Alan closed his eyes and leaned his head back against 
the tile. Water bathed his face as he surrendered to the 
rising tension. The shower cubicle was like a steam bath 
now, thick clouds filling it as the temperature continued to 
rise. And then, when it seemed impossible that their bodies 
could take any more, Alan’s release burst through him. He 
cried out, a hoarse sound he didn’t recognize as his own. 
Jets of cum coursed through his throbbing cock into Pete’s 
throat. 

lIl kill him. The detached thought floated through Alan’s 
mind, but he could no longer stop. It was done. The 
tremendous energy had poured out of him and into the man 
kneeling at his feet. Pete continued pumping until Alan was 
drained and then at last he released his cock and pulled 
away. 

Alan opened his eyes, blinking against the water that still 
sprayed over him. Pete rose and faced him once more. Not 
burned, although his skin was red as if he’d stood too near a 
bonfire. Other than that he looked all right. He was alive and 
he was smiling. 

Alan’s chest rose and fell. The water that rolled down it 
now was cool. His body temperature was diminishing 
already. He rolled the back of his head against the stall 
feeling that it was solid and real. This wasn’t a fantasy. He 
was here in a shower with an incredibly beautiful man who'd 
given him head. And no one had gotten hurt. 


“Was it good for you?” Pete asked with a cocky smirk. 
“It was fantastic for me.” Alan was too overwhelmed to 
think of a playful response. “You just rocked my world.” 


Chapter Four 


Pete ran the comb through Alan’s hair, which seemed 
even longer wet. It fell a few inches past his shoulders and 
was slippery and smooth. 

“You sure you want me to do this? I’ve never cut hair 
before in my life.” 

“| don’t care. Go for it.” Alan sat straight in the chair, 
eyes closed, waiting, calm. His face was beautiful, the bone 
structure almost feminine in its delicacy, yet still all male. 
His tawny complexion and upswept black eyebrows gave 
him an exotic look that belied his purely American accent. 

“Where are you from originally?” Pete asked as he drew a 
hank of hair straight and snipped it with the scissors. 

“San Francisco.” He opened one eye and glanced at Pete. 
“You're trying to ask about my heritage without being rude, 
aren’t you? Korean. Adopted. That’s probably the only 
reason the government didn’t snatch my parents too and 
start doing genetic research on them.” 

Alan shook his head, pulling the lock of hair from 
between Pete’s fingers. “Or maybe they did. That’s the 
worst of it. | have no idea if my parents are still back home, 
if they tried to find me, or if they were murdered. And | don’t 
dare call them to find out.” 

Pete cupped the top of Alan’s head to hold it still and 
combed out another section of hair before cutting it. “So, 
your main goal would be to contact your parents, if there 
wasn’t any danger in it.” 

“Yeah. Although there’s a part of me that’s afraid l'Il find 
out they gave me up like Klaggert said. Maybe they were 
sick of dealing with having a freak in the family. | 
accidentally set the house on fire a couple of times. Didn’t 
burn it down, but ruined stuff. You can bet we started having 
a fire extinguisher in every room.” 


Pete squeezed his shoulder. He wanted to reassure him 
he’d been kidnapped, not discarded, but wouldn’t give 
assurances without knowing the truth. He slid the shears 
under another handful of Alan’s hair. “Maybe there’s a way 
out of this mess, a way you can get your life back.” 

“You've got a plan already? I’ve been trying to think of 
something for a year and the best | could come up with was 
suicide. Figured at least that way | had some control.” A 
sardonic smile twisted Alan’s mouth. 

“It’s not really my plan but something from the movies. 
Instead of trying to keep your ability a secret, go to the 
media. Tell them ... no, show them what you can do and 
then tell the rest of the story. If you become a public figure, 
everything changes.” 

Alan turned to look at him, the clipped side of his hair 
ending at his jaw line. “That’s your plan? Go public?” 

“Yeah. It should make you safe.” 

“What if society decides I’m a danger and locks me up 
anyway?” 

Pete opened and closed the scissors as he considered 
that. “We'll get you a lawyer. That’s what being an American 
is all about.” 

Alan laughed. “I guess I’ve got nothing to lose.” 

“I know a reporter who did a piece on my firehouse crew 
after 9/11. lII call her.” 

Pete took hold of Alan’s head and turned it face forward 
again. He combed another section, cut and examined the 
uneven results of his labor. “Have you ever considered 
shaving your head? | think you’re going to want to by the 
time I’m done here.” 

He ruffled his hand through the silky strands of Alan’s 
hair and thought about their interlude in the shower. It had 
been the most powerful sexual encounter he’d ever 
experienced. The energy Alan’s body emitted was 
astonishing, but what surprised Pete even more was his own 
body’s reaction to it. The more heat Alan pumped into him, 


the more an inner coolness had risen in him, flowing like 
water around the heat and neutralizing it. 

“Thank you,” Alan suddenly said after several minutes’ 
silence. “For what you did for me just now. I’ve never... | 
don’t know how you... Jesus, | can’t finish a sentence.” 

Pete knew exactly how he felt. There weren’t words for 
the strange communion that had passed between them. He 
felt as if a part of himself he never knew existed had been 
awakened. “I don’t know how | did it, either. But it felt a little 
like controlling a fire—not quenching it, but diverting the 
force until it burned itself out.” 

“| feel bad,” Alan said. “You did that for me and | didn’t 
do anything for you except cause you pain. It couldn’t have 
been pleasurable.” 

“You'd be surprised.” Pete didn’t attempt to explain the 
rush the experience had given him, and the desire for more 
still swirling inside him like smoke. He slid his fingers over 
Alan’s scalp, combing them through the shorn strands of 
hair. “We could try it again, if you want. Maybe in my bed 
this time. See if we can do it without the water.” 

“Yeah?” Alan looked up at him, his slanted eyes wide and 
his eyebrows raised. 

Pete brushed some cut strands of hair off his cheekbone 
with his thumb then traced a path down to the corner of his 
lips. “Definitely, yeah.” 

He took Alan’s hand, pulled him up from the chair and led 
him toward his bedroom. “Don’t look in any mirrors yet. 
You’re a work in progress.” 

Alan’s gaze immediately went to the glass hanging above 
Pete’s dresser. “Oh my God!” He pushed a hand through his 
butchered hair. 

“Told you. But l'Il make it better, | promise.” Pete jerked 
him up against his body and wrapped his arms around him. 
“PIL make everything better.” 

He inclined his head and Alan met his kiss with 
passionate urgency. Heat blossomed at the point of contact. 
Pete opened his mouth and welcomed Alan’s tongue inside. 


He stroked his hands down the other man’s naked back to 
the towel at his waist and pulled it off. More heat. Alan’s 
body surged with potent energy that made Pete’s flesh 
tingle. 

He wanted more of it. 

Pete stepped back and stripped off the T-shirt and shorts 
he’d put on after their shower. Naked, he pressed against 
Alan’s blast-furnace body once more and was bathed in 
heat. His cock pressed hard against Alan’s stomach. Pete 
thrust, sliding against him and from deep inside came the 
stirring sensation he'd felt earlier. It wasn’t as simple as 
arouSal or lust, but something rising and meeting the energy 
Alan radiated into him. 

He smelled singed hair as he continued to grind against 
the other man and kiss him deeply, hands roaming up and 
down his back and his ass, trying to touch him everywhere 
at once. 

Alan drew away to stare at his reddened chest. “You’re 
burning.” 

“No. It’s all right. Keep giving it to me. | can take it.” 

“| don’t want to hurt you.” 

How could he explain that he wasn’t trying to act tough? 
He literally cou/d take that boundless energy into himself. In 
fact, he felt like he was made to do it. “Trust me. I’ve got it 
under control.” 

He smoothed the frown from Alan’s forehead with a 
caress of his hand and directed the rising force within him to 
that point. 

Alan’s eyes closed and he sucked in a breath. “Your hand 
is so cool.” He opened his eyes and stared into Pete’s. 
“How?” 

“I don’t know. I’ve never felt anything remotely like this 
before.” Cupping the other man’s face in his hands, he 
kissed him again, a soft caress of the lips, and felt the 
exchange between them as he took Alan’s energy and 
converted it to something else. 


Pete led him to the bed. Alan had made it with fresh 
sheets and when Pete pulled back the covers, the scent of 
laundry detergent instead of smoke rose from them. 

“Lay down.” He took lube and condoms from the 
nightstand drawer. 

Alan was a sexy pinup with his lean, tawny body 
sprawled against the white sheets. His hands were behind 
his head, shaggy hair sticking out in all directions, his black 
eyes watching Pete’s every move as he put a condom on his 
cock and climbed onto the bed. 

Pete stroked his hands the length of the other man’s 
body from shoulders to legs, feeling the hard sinew and 
bone of his chest and the tautness of his stomach. He 
caressed his long shaft, rubbing it until the friction nearly 
singed his palm, then he took hold of Alan’s thighs and 
pushed them up, tilting his pelvis. 

After lubing his fingers, he stroked the strip of skin from 
scrotum to anus and dipped a fingertip inside the puckered 
opening. 

Alan moaned and shifted. He grabbed the backs of his 
thighs and pulled his legs higher until his heels rested on 
the pillow by his head. Pete’s breath caught at the erotic 
sight. Alan lifted his ass toward him, his hole clenching and 
relaxing in pulses around Pete’s exploring fingers. 

So tight and so hot. He pumped in and out, pulling and 
stretching and adding another finger. His cock trembled and 
ached to be buried inside that tight channel, and all the 
while pulses of heat surged from Alan into him. Hope the 
sheets don’t catch fire. The thought would’ve made him 
smile if the possibility wasn’t genuine. 

Pete withdrew his fingers and positioned himself over the 
other man, guiding his cock to his entrance. The tip 
breached the outer ring of muscle and pushed inside. So 
tight. So hot. Pete grabbed Alan’s legs for leverage and 
thrust deep, filling him. Their bodies came together, sliding 
on a slick of sweat. Waves of pleasure and pain flowed 
through him. His eyes closed and he sighed. He pulled out 


slowly and, with a grunt, plunged again into Alan’s molten 
core. 

The other man moaned and pushed toward him. When 
Pete opened his eyes, Alan’s were squeezed shut in ecstasy. 

“Oh God. More!” he gasped, and Pete gave it to him. 

In and out he drove like a pounding jackhammer. He dug 
his fingers into Alan’s flesh, gripping his legs hard, his groin 
Slapping against the other man’s ass. The friction was 
intense, so hot it seemed his cock would catch fire. Pete let 
the energy course through him in waves. 

Like a wrecking ball hitting a building his climax exploded 
swift and hard, tearing out the wall between the physical 
and the divine. Sheets of fire burned through him and a 
deep flowing coolness within neutralized the heat. The 
resulting pleasure billowed like clouds of steam. 

Dimly he registered Alan’s strangled cry signaling his 
climax. Pete slumped on top of the other man, pinning him 
to the mattress, and breathed deeply, inhaling the scent of 
Alan’s skin. The other man’s chest rose and fell beneath 
Pete’s ear and his heart pounded. 

After a few moments Alan groaned. “Get off! Cramp.” 

Pete rose to his knees, disengaging from Alan, whose feet 
were still up by his ears. He might be flexible, but that 
couldn’t be comfortable. 

He brought his legs down to the bed, and Pete began 
massaging his thigh. “Sorry.” 

“You're apologizing? You just gave me the most amazing 
sex of my life. Hell, the only sex of my life, but I’m sure it 
couldn’t get any better than that.” 

Pete chuckled and rubbed the knotted muscle. “I’ve had 
a lot of experience and | can tell you it doesn’t.” 

“Kind of a player, are you?” 

“You could say that. ‘Ho is another term.” He moved his 
hands down to Alan’s calf. “I guess, like you said, | haven’t 
found the right guy. No one I wanted to spend more than an 
occasional night with.” 


He didn’t add that tonight, for the first time, he 
understood what people meant when they talked about a 
connection. It sounded corny and crazy and way too soon. 
He’d only just met this man. 

“Alan, tell me more about yourself. | don’t even know 
your last name.” 

“Delaine, and you know more about me than | do about 
you. | lived a normal life at first, went to school, played 
baseball, hung out with my friends, had a dog named Max. 
Even when I was little there were incidents. I’d throw a 
tantrum and the temperature in the room would shoot up. 
But the fact | was a freak really hit when | was about 
thirteen and realized | was causing things to combust all 
around me.” He shrugged. “I already told you the rest. Now, 
tell me who Pete Santori is.” 

That was a question Pete wasn’t sure he knew the answer 
to. “You could say | am my job. | don’t have much of a social 
life other than stopping at the bar after work for a drink or 
to pick up a date. | don’t have many close friends and | 
rarely see my family. It’s too awkward.” 

“Are they homophobic?” 

Pete paused with his thumbs digging into the other man’s 
calf. “My family is old school Italian. What do you think?” 

“I think you sound about as lonely as I’ve been.” The 
blunt answer took him by surprise. 

Setting Alan’s leg gently back on the bed, Pete crawled 
up to lie beside him, head propped on his hand. “Maybe | 
have been.” 

It was true. Fucking a lot of guys wasn’t the same as 
having a lover who really knew you inside and out. Pete 
realized that. He just hadn’t done anything to remedy it yet. 

“Tell me more,” Alan said. 

He sighed. “Okay. | played baseball, too. Was the star of 
my high school team. | love the game. | also like playing any 
kind of video games. And here’s an embarrassing fact. I'll 
have to kill you after telling you, but I like musicals. If I’m 
flipping channels and see a dance number, l'Il always stop.” 


Alan’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he laughed. “Oh 
my God, that’s so gay.” 

Pete punched his shoulder. “Shut up, punk. What’s your 
guilty pleasure?” 

Alan quit laughing but the crinkles remained. “Okay. Do 
you want to know what | missed most when | was living on 
the street all these months, almost more than hot showers 
and a warm bed at night? My soaps. That’s right. Living in 
captivity will do that to you. | had a lot of time on my hands 
and watched way too much television. | can’t even 
remember how | got hooked on daytime dramas. At first all 
I'd watch was cartoons and sports and reality shows. But the 
more depressed | got, the more TV | watched, and 
somehow, one day, | found myself looking forward to 
something—the daily episodes of ‘my stories’. | think those 
stupid things kept me going.” 

Pete smiled. “Like the song says ‘Whatever gets you 
through the night.’” 

“What song?” 

“It’s a Beatles song. Or actually, John Lennon.” 

“Jesus, how old are you?” 

“Hey, you don’t have to be old to appreciate classic 
rock.” 

“Yeah, but how old are you?” Alan repeated the question 
with an arch of his eyebrow. 

“Almost thirty. Quite a bit older than you.” 

“Not much.” 

“Except you’ve been in quarantine. You haven't really 
had a chance to experience much. Once we get your story 
out in the open you should finally be able to do what you 
want with your life.” 

“What if what | want is to stick around and get to know 
you better? Would that be cool?” Alan’s tone was casual but 
his eyes were anxious, which was exactly why Pete should 
discourage him. Right now he was a shelter, a protector, 
and any relationship between them should be about more 
than that. 


“Let’s let things play out. See how you feel after you’ve 
become a celebrity. You might have better things to do than 
hang out with me.” 


Chapter Five 


The next day Pete lined up an interview with Cynthia 
Chase, a reporter for News Seven. All he had to do was tell 
her he had a career-making story and she was hot to meet 
them. Pete had chosen an abandoned parking garage so 
Alan could give a visual demonstration of his power without 
burning anything valuable. 

Alan’s stomach rolled as they drove into the gloomy, 
graffiti-decorated structure. “I don’t know if this is sucha 
good idea. Maybe | should just keep laying low.” 

“You can’t hide forever. If you present yourself as a 
normal person who happens to have an extraordinary ability 
and who’s been persecuted because of it, the world will love 
you. People always root for the underdog.” 

Alan blew a long breath and opened the car door. “All 
right, but I’m scared shitless. This feels wrong.” 

The filthy, trash-strewn building was a popular dive for 
the homeless, but it seemed currently vacant. Not so much 
as one nodding addict was in sight. 

“Will you be able to do this?” Pete asked. 

Alan shrugged. “Maybe, but the power’s not always right 
there at my fingertips. It has a lot to do with the level of my 
emotion. | have to be really terrified, pissed off or turned on, 
not just nervous like | am now.” 

Pete set down the fire extinguisher he’d brought and 
caught hold of Alan’s hand, pulling him near. “Maybe I can 
help you achieve one of those three.” 

Alan grinned. “I don’t know. You’re not that terrifying.” 

Pete laughed and kissed him. 

Alan leaned into his big, strong body, absorbing the 
comfort and security he offered. Over the years in isolation, 
he’d forgotten how good it felt simply to be held by 
someone. He rested his head on Pete’s shoulder and 
wrapped his arms around his waist, feeling the other man’s 


warm palm spread rubbing his back lightly. He could so get 
used to this. 

The anxiety that had percolated through him ever since 
Pete got off the phone and told him the meeting with Chase 
was a go dissipated. Alan felt calmer and more relaxed 
rather than building up a head of steam, ready to blow. 

“I don’t think this is working.” His voice was muffled 
against Pete’s chest. 

“Then | must be doing it wrong.” Pete’s voice rumbled 
into his ear. The hands on his back slid down, cupped his ass 
and squeezed. One slid down between his jeans-clad cheeks 
and fondled his ass. 

Alan’s excitement perked up. He lifted his head from 
Pete’s shoulder to kiss his dark-stubbled jaw and the thick 
cords of his neck. Nuzzling into the groove between neck 
and shoulder, he felt a steady pulse beating against his lips. 
A shiver of arousal passed through Pete and an answering 
stir of lust blossomed in Alan. 

It was as easy as putting a foot on the gas pedal of a car. 
Alan’s heart rate increased and with it the vibration inside 
him. Energy blossomed and heat grew until both men were 
Sweating as they groped and pressed against one another. 
The dismal atmosphere of the abandoned parking structure 
only added to the excitement, giving the illusion of meeting 
for an illicit, forbidden affair. 

The purr of an approaching car engine broke them apart. 
Pete pulled back, wiping his mouth and inhaling a deep 
breath. “Okay. Are you primed?” 

“I think so.” Alan smiled at the understatement. 

“Give her the demonstration first and the explanation 
after. Seeing is believing.” 

A bright red Prius appeared. The shiny car was as out of 
place as a rose in a bed of weeds. Alan wanted to grip Pete’s 
hand, but he wasn’t sure how the other man felt about PDAs 
so he kept his hand to himself. 

After parking the car, a blonde woman wearing a blazer 
and slacks climbed from the driver’s seat. A pimple-faced 


young man with a camera got out of the passenger side. 

“What you got for me, Santori?” The woman cut to the 
chase as she strode toward them, heels clicking on the 
cement. “Why the covert meeting and why here? Corruption 
in the department? An indictment of the entire FDNY?” 

“Much bigger,” Pete said. “But you should film first and 
ask questions after, okay?” 

Chase raised her brows, trying to act nonchalant but was 
clearly intrigued at the prospect of covering a story no one 
else had access to. She ran her tongue over her glossy red 
lips. “All right then. Sammy, set up.” 

The cameraman set his bag of gear on the ground and 
did a light test in preparation for shooting. He was young, 
probably an intern, Alan thought. This kid might’ve been 
him if his life had been different. A college boy with a career 
ahead of him. What was Alan fit to do? He’d read a lot 
during his years of imprisonment, but didn’t feel prepared 
for any particular field. All he could do was perform his fire 
trick like a talking monkey, a freak for people to marvel at. 

“Okay,” Sam the cameraman said. “Good to go.” 

Well, fuck. I’m not! Alan swallowed, overcome with stage 
fright. Bad idea, Pete. Bad. Bad. 

Pete reached out and put a hand on his jaw, drawing his 
attention toward him. “Hey. Look at me.” The brown eyes 
bathed him in warmth. “You'll be all right. Just let it go.” 

Alan nodded, aware of Cynthia Chase shifting 
impatiently, waiting for something to happen. Her 
annoyance didn’t help his nervousness. But then he realized 
he should capitalize on that. Let the nervousness grow to 
full-blown anxiety, and the anxiety swell to real fear. Let 
emotion churn in his gut and spill out through his pores. 

A few seconds passed. 

“Is something supposed to happen here?” The reporter’s 
voice was short, the subtext telling them she had better 
things to do. 

“Shhh,” Pete said. “Something is happening. Can’t you 
feel it?” 


Heat built around them, but in the open space it didn’t 
have the same intensity as the inside of a car or small room. 
Still, the oxygen was becoming depleted and the hairs on 
Alan’s arms and head rose with static electricity. 

“Uh, yeah,” Sam pulled his gaze from the cam’s viewing 
panel and stared at Alan. “This is weird. Damn, | can hardly 
breathe. What’s happening?” 

The pressure swelled inside Alan, until he was quivering 
like a high tension wire ready to snap. And the heat built 
around them. 

“Oh man, | don’t like this.” The cameraman’s eyes were 
wide. He started to lower the camera and looked like he was 
ready to bolt. 

“Sam!” Chase snapped. “Get the fucking camera up and 
film this!” 

“Hell, | don’t even know what I’m filming. Where do | 
point it?” 

“There.” Pete stabbed a finger at a pile of trashina 
corner; fast food wrappers, newspapers and other 
unidentifiable garbage. “Alan, send it there, if you can.” 

Alan closed his eyes. The humming in his ears blocked 
out their voices now. His sweat-slicked body trembled and 
then he let go. It was like gripping desperately to a ledge 
seven stories up before finally releasing and plunging down. 
That was a method of suicide he hadn’t even considered 
since he hated heights. 

The power burst out of him. He had a second to hope no 
one caught on fire then he heard a “whoomph” of 
something highly flammable igniting. He opened his eyes. 
Flames and smoke swirled from the pile of trash on the 
ground. Jesus, what was in there, gasoline-soaked rags? 

“Holy shit!” The wide-eyed cameraman was as white as 
paper. His red acne stood out in sharp relief against his pale 
Skin. 

Even the jaded reporter couldn’t hide her shock. Chase 
clutched her microphone in a white-knuckled grip and kept 
repeating. “Did you get that? Did you get it Sammy?” 


After another minute of gazing at the flickering flames, 
she turned to Pete and Alan. Her expression was more 
composed and she smoothed a hand over her hair. 

“Nice trick, but anyone watching the footage is going to 
think it’s staged. Still, you’ve got my attention. Talk.” 


* OK OOK OK 


“Yeah, the woman’s a bit of a bitch,” Pete said as they 
drove away from the parking garage an hour later. “But 
she'll get the job done. She’ll make sure people hear your 
story. Hell, knowing her, she’ll sell the story nationally. You'll 
probably be on CNN by this evening.” 

The nagging feeling that this could cause nothing but 
trouble continued to gnaw at Alan. Or maybe that was just 
hunger. “Do you mind if we stop somewhere for a burger? 
I’m starving. Doing that always takes it out of me.” 

“Makes sense. You expend a lot of energy. Why haven’t 
you said anything before? I’d have fed you up after we had 
sex.” 

“Somehow I wasn’t that hungry.” He wouldn’t have 
traded a moment of lying in the afterglow in Pete’s arms for 
something as trivial as a sandwich. 

Pete pulled into the line of cars at a drive through and 
turned to look at Alan. “How do you feel, besides being 
hungry?” 

“Nervous. After keeping this a secret for so long, it’s 
strange to be telling the world on purpose. | don’t know how 
to feel.” Relief should’ve been his top emotion, but it wasn’t. 

“Because you don’t know what’s going to happen next,” 
Pete suggested. “You’re right. It could get rough. Even 
though the fires you caused were unintentional, there might 
be charges filed. And there'll probably be more testing, 
scientists wanting to prove the phenomenon and lawyers 
demanding it. But, whatever happens, l'Il stick by you. 
You're not alone in this.” 

A warm glow that had nothing to do with his ability 
spread through Alan. “Thank you.” He accepted the bag of 


burgers and fries Pete handed him. “And thanks for the 
burger, too. l'Il pay you back for everything as soon as | can. 
You’ve done too much for me.” 

“| don’t want gratitude, just your friendship.” Pete 
grinned. “And maybe a blow job, rentboy.” 

“Gladly,” Alan said. “Right now?” 

“Later.” He stopped smiling. “You know I’m joking, right? | 
don’t ever want you to think you owe me anything.” 

Alan fed him a fry from the bag. “Got it.” 

Pete drove home, parking up the street from his 
apartment because there was no space in front of the 
building. As they walked down the sidewalk toward the front 
door, a van pulled up on the street beside them, idling next 
to the parked cars. 

Alan glimpsed the vehicle from the corner of his eye and 
registered four men emerging from the van and running 
toward them. A jolt of adrenalin shot through him. They’re 
here! There was no time to shout a warning to Pete or to run 
before the armed men were upon them. 

One attempted to put a hood over Pete’s head. He yelled 
and jammed an elbow into the man’s gut. 

Before Alan could unleash fire on their attackers, he felt a 
wasp’s sting in his neck. Numbing oblivion washed through 
him. He recognized the effect of Klaggert’s drug cocktail 
used to keep him under control. 

“Don’t hurt him! Let him go! l'Il come with you.” He 
shouted, then the oblivion was complete. Blackness 
obscured his vision and everything went blank. 


Chapter Six 


Pete paced the confines of his cell, masquerading as a 
normal bedroom, from one barred window to the other. The 
sense of helplessness was overwhelming. His life was in 
someone else’s hands, and not in the good way where he 
entrusted it to his crew members. This was the hopeless 
feeling Alan had lived with for years. Now Pete totally 
understood it. 

Have to get out. They’re not going to let me live. He 
knew too much about Alan, about everything. They couldn’t 
let him go. God knew why he was still alive. Maybe there 
were questions this Klaggert wanted to ask him first. He 
rubbed his pounding head. Whatever drug they’d shot into 
him had left him groggy and bleary, but it was wearing off 
now and his mind raced with questions. 

How had they tracked Alan to Pete’s place? But he 
Supposed it wasn’t too strange they’d found him. After all, 
these people had been searching for Alan for a long time. 
No doubt they’d clued in to the story of the strange John 
Doe who’d torched two buildings in one night before 
disappearing. They would examine every possible 
connection, including the fireman who'd pulled him from the 
blaze. After that it was a matter of keeping watch. 

Pete’s stomach clenched as he thought about Cynthia 
Chase and her cameraman. Were they captured, too, or 
lying dead somewhere? 

“No. They would’ve stopped us earlier,” he muttered. 
There was no way these guys would’ve let them contact the 
media if they’d been following them. He felt a glimmer of 
hope. Maybe Chase would get their story out to the public 
after all. But the hope extinguished quickly when he realized 
it wouldn’t help them. They were on their own here and 
must find their own way out of this prison. 


Pete examined all the objects in the room, looking for 
something that could be useful in executing an escape. The 
bed was bolted to the floor and there was no other furniture. 
The cell wasn’t doing so well in its attempt to simulate a 
regular bedroom despite the cheerful flowered spread that 
covered the mattress. 

Pete patted himself down, reaching into every pocket and 
finding nothing. His cell phone, wallet, spare change and 
even his watch were missing. From the window, he could 
see grass, trees and the corner of a parking lot. They could 
be anywhere, New York, New Jersey, but probably not far 
from the city since Alan had said he’d escaped in a delivery 
truck. 

Out. Out. Have to get out. The panicked voice inside 
wasn’t helping him think. He took a few calming breaths and 
considered his limited options. In addition to the bed and 
the covering, which could be torn into strips that might 
prove useful, there was a toilet in the room. It was a regular 
john with all the parts for flushing, parts which might also 
prove useful. 

Pete took the lid off the tank and quickly pulled the pin 
that attached the valve to the plunger. It was long and thin, 
perfect for picking an average lock, but useless for a door 
that operated on a keycard from outside. 

He felt calmer as his brain tackled the problem, ideas 
flowing and being discarded almost as soon as they crossed 
his mind. He began to formulate a plan, which began with 
taking the sheet from the bed and tearing it into strips. He 
braided the strips together to make them stronger and 
looped the coil he’d made, tucking it into his back pocket. 

Pete paused to listen for footsteps outside his door. Any 
minute, they’d decide what they were going to do with him 
and his opportunity for escape would be lost. 

Using the pin from the toilet tank as a makeshift 
screwdriver, Pete removed the faceplate on the light switch. 
He stuffed a wad of toilet paper loosely into the open hole in 
the wall. After wrapping a piece of the bedcover around his 


hand, he touched the metal pin to the wires inside the light 
switch, bridging the gap between positive and negative. 

Sparks shot from the wires, and a tingle jolted his hand 
despite the protective covering. The sparks landed on the 
wadded toilet paper. It flared and turned to ash in seconds. 
Damn! He needed something more substantial. 

Pete returned to the bed and shredded some of the sheet 
and bedspread into a loose pile. He coupled it with more 
wadded toilet paper loosely packed in the hole in the wall. 
This time the sparks he drew from the wires started a sturdy 
little blaze. 

He captured the flaming material in a cradle of sheet and 
carried it to the bed where he’d made a nest in the mattress 
stuffing. Soon the fire grew bigger and smoke billowed up. 
At any second it would trigger the alarm on the ceiling. 

Pete returned to the light switch to implement the second 
phase of his plan, knocking out the power. Bracing himself 
for another surge of electricity, he re-wrapped his hand ina 
layer of insulating bedcover and held the bar of metal 
between the wires. 

There were more sparks and this time the electricity 
shorted out. Pete doubted the door locks would be on the 
same fuse, and when he tested the door, it was still locked. 

The fire alarm began to squeal. Pete took the garrote 
he’d made in both hands and waited by the door for 
someone to come and check on him. He was no longer 
afraid. His mind was calm, his decisions deliberate, much 
like when he was heading into a fire. 

Pete waited as patiently as an assassin for the guard to 
arrive. 


* OK OOK OK 


When Alan opened his eyes and saw the familiar white 
walls of his room, he felt something inside him break as 
surely as a twig being snapped in half. He couldn’t take it 
again, the solitude, the unbearable loneliness, especially 
after knowing what it was like to be with someone. He’d find 


a way to commit suicide right this time before he’d submit 
to being imprisoned again. But first he needed to find out 
what had happened to Pete. Had he escaped, or by some 
miracle, had they released him? 

Not likely. Perhaps he was in the building somewhere. 
Alan wouldn’t even allow himself to consider the other 
option. He had to talk to Klaggert, convince him Pete must 
be kept alive. His ability to siphon Alan’s energy and diffuse 
it was surely something the scientists would want to study. 
Not that he wanted Pete to be held captive, but anything 
that would prolong his life was good. 

For the moment, Alan decided he should pretend to be 
more out of it than he was. Subdued and conquered were 
the aspects he needed to portray and when an opportunity 
arose, he’d strike. Yeah. Like that had worked so well in all 
the years he’d been here. Every room they kept him in and 
almost all the materials he was exposed to were fireproof. 

In the beginning, he’d had to earn possessions like a TV 
to take away the mind-numbing boredom by proving he 
wouldn’t make them explode into flames. He hadn’t dared 
attack his keepers, who always had tranquilizer darts ready 
to lull him into numbness. Eventually, he’d stopped trying to 
rebel. It was surprisingly easy to get used to a way of life 
when you were constantly told it was for the safety of a 
world where you didn’t fit in and never would. 

What had finally spurred him to make a move was a 
simple thing, as pivotal moments sometimes were. He’d 
been watching TV, a movie set in France, and the thought 
“I'll never see the Eiffel Tower” had bloomed in his mind, 
crystal clear, like an epiphany. Of course, many people 
would go through their lives never seeing faraway places, 
but the option to try had been taken away from him. It was 
at that moment Alan had known he would do anything to 
escape his cage. 

“Alan, | Know you’re awake.” The smoothly sinister voice 
that had infiltrated his nightmares while he was on the run 
was now real and on the intercom. Klaggert. “I imagine 


you're upset. That’s understandable. You’ve stretched your 
wings and now you imagine you can fly. But you must 
realize what a danger you are to the world, to innocent 
people. Two fires on the news and who knows how many 
others in the time you’ve been out there.” 

Alan lay on his bed, hands clenched tight, fingernails 
digging into his palms. He fought back the tears stinging his 
eyes. He wouldn’t let Klaggert see him reduced to crying. 
Tightening his jaw, he sat up and looked around the room. 
All his things were exactly as he’d left them. 

“Sorry to talk with you like this, but a little distance 
seemed best.” Klaggert’s voice was warm and paternal, the 
sinister quality only in Alan’s interpretation. 

“What have you done with the man who was with me?” 
He fought to keep the anger out of his voice. It was 
important he sound beaten down and compliant. 

“Mr. Santori is safe in another room.” 

Alan slid off the bed and walked toward the mirror, 
picturing Klaggert’s lined face on the other side of the 
mirror. “Please don’t hurt him. He knows nothing about me. 
Just let him go somewhere.” 

“I’m afraid that can’t happen.” 

“Please. He won’t talk because he doesn’t Know who you 
are or anything about this place.” Alan rested his hand 
against the cool reflective surface and willed his rising fury 
under control. The room was monitored and if the 
temperature went up Klaggert would know it. Calm and 
collected, that’s what he had to be now. 

“I’m sorry, that’s just not feasible. Besides, | don’t believe 
you Alan. | think your new friend knows all about you. | think 
you told him everything.” 

Alan changed tack. “All right. It’s true. He does know 
about me. But you should know he has a special ability, too, 
something I’m sure you'll want to study. He can take on the 
energy | release and convert it to something else. Surely 
your scientists will want to explore how that works.” 


A sudden image of him and Pete having sex like lab rats 
while white-coated men and women stood around and 
watched flashed through his mind. He shoved the anger 
down in his gut and let it bubble there. When the time was 
right, he would hurl that anger like boiling oil on his captors. 

For now, he had to keep talking and pray he could keep 
Pete safe. 


* OOK OOK OK 


Pete ran down the hallway, the fire alarm squealing 
behind him and an unconscious or possibly dead guard lying 
on the floor of his cell. He’d waited behind the door and 
leaped on the man when he entered the room. Lassoing his 
neck in the loop of braided bedding, Pete had pulled the 
garrote tight and tighter, while the guard fired off a round 
that exploded through one of the barred windows, 
shattering the safety glass. The man dropped his weapon to 
clutch at the makeshift rope cutting off his breath. The gun 
clattered on the floor. 

The guard was a big man, but so was Pete. He wrestled 
with the lunging man, taking a hard elbow to the gut that 
made him gasp and receiving a head butt to his nose that 
brought tears to his eyes. Pete hung on as if he was fighting 
an alligator. He strangled the man until he stopped 
struggling and went limp. After letting the body slump to the 
floor, he’d bound the guard’s wrists and ankles with more of 
the braided sheet, picked up his gun and headed into the 
hall. 

Now he ran through down the corridor, slipping inside a 
broom closet when raised voices came from up ahead. In 
the dark closet, he found more weapons for his arsenal: 
toxic household cleaners. He had no doubt he’d have other 
encounters before he got himself and Alan out of this place 
and he didn’t have that many rounds in the gun. 

Although his heart was pounding, Pete still felt distanced 
from himself, calm consideration guiding his actions. He 
examined some of the cleaning products and after making a 


carrying sling out of a rag, filled it with several cans and 
more rags. 

The voices and footsteps passed his hiding place. He 
waited until they faded before emerging from the closet. He 
Slipped along the hallway, ready to dodge through one of 
the doors that lined it if necessary, hoping he’d find an 
empty room. But he met no one, and when he peered 
around the next corner he saw what he needed—office 
space with empty cubicles. From the fading light outside the 
window, he guessed it was after hours, or maybe the fire 
alarm had drawn everyone away. 

Pete ran to one of the cubicles, picked up the phone on 
the desk, found an outside line and dialed 911. When the 
dispatcher came on the line, he spoke quickly. 

“My name is Peter Santori. I’m a New York City firefighter. 
This is not a prank. I’m being held prisoner, possibly by the 
mob. | don’t know where I’m at, and the building may be on 
fire. I'm leaving the phone off the hook so you can locate 
me.” 

“Sir—” 

Pete set the receiver on the desk. He darted to another 
phone and called out on a different line. 

“Hello?” Mroczek’s annoying voice had never sounded so 
good. 

“It’s Pete. | need help.” 

“What?” 

“Don’t talk. Listen. I’m being held prisoner. | don’t know 
where | am. It should be the greater New York area, but I’m 
not sure.” 

“What the hell?” Mroczek expanded on his question. 

“It’s not a joke and | don’t have time to explain. You have 
to find out what 911 calls have come in and find me. I’m 
going to start a fire that should help you locate the place.” 

Mroczek was silent a moment and Pete feared he’d have 
to do more convincing, then Mroczek said, “All right, l'II call 
the other guys. We'll find you.” 


Pete hung up, his stomach dropping as he let go of his 
connection to the outside world. He prayed for his crew to 
come to the rescue. They were brothers, responsible for 
each other's lives. It was what they did. 

He searched for matches in the desk drawers and found a 
few in a packet, more precious than gold. After making a 
nest of paper on the floor, he doused it with furniture polish 
and set it ablaze, then added more paper and anything else 
that would burn. He added a couple of bottles of cleaning 
fluids and the alcohol content fed the fire. 

He’d called for help and would hopefully cause a 
distraction with the fire. Now came the hard part, finding 
Alan and getting out of here. Pete headed out of the office in 
the direction where he imagined Alan’s suite of rooms might 
lie. If the building had other uses, as Alan had suggested, 
then probably only one wing was devoted to the study of 
the firestarter. 

Pete flattened himself against the wall and peered 
around the corner of a branching corridor—another clear 
hall. He turned the corner and started down it. One of the 
doors opened and a man in a lab coat emerged from a 
room. He looked up from the paperwork in his hands. 

Pete raised the gun in his hand. “Keep quiet. Do you 
know where they keep Alan Delaine?” 

The man swallowed and his face turned as white as his 
jacket. “Look, I’m a technician. | just work here. | don’t really 
know anything. | don’t have anything to do with—” 

“Take me to him and you might live.” It wasn’t hard to 
sound menacing. Anger and fear made his voice gruff. 

The techie raised his hands and a paper fell from his grip 
and fluttered to the floor. “All right, but my clearance is 
limited and there are guards and safety doors with 
passwords. It won’t be easy.” 

Pete’s heart sank. Of course not. This was supposed to be 
a high-tech facility. It was amazing he’d gotten as far as he 
had. He gestured with the gun. “Maybe having a hostage 
will help.” 


The man swallowed again and his eyes glistened with 
tears. “I wouldn’t count on it. I’m pretty sure they consider 
me expendable.” 


* OK OOK OK 


“| promise | won’t cause any trouble.” Alan was 
desperate to see Klaggert face to face. All he needed was a 
moment with the door open. It didn’t matter if a guard had a 
tranquilizer gun in hand, he’d be incinerated before he could 
use it. Alan felt he’d finally learned to control and release his 
power at will. He was holding on hard to the reins now and 
didn’t know how much longer he could maintain his control. 
“I can’t talk to you like this. | need to see you.” 

Klaggert ignored his plea. “What did you learn in your 
time out in the world, Alan? That you couldn’t make it? 
Maybe you'll be content here now.” 

“I will be. You can do all the testing you want and I'll 
cooperate completely as long as you don’t hurt Pete.” 

“Is this love? So quickly? You just met this man two days 
ago.” 

“How'd you know | was with him?” 

“Once | heard your story on the news, we explored all 
possible avenues. Santori was only one of them, but he paid 
off. So you’re claiming he can take on your energy without 
harm? Why do I not believe that?” 

“It’s true. Bring him here and l'Il prove it. | mean, we'll 
prove it.” 

A high-pitched, barely audible whine from the intercom 
filled the quiet before Klaggert spoke again. “I think I'd like 
to see that. Or see what happens when it turns out to be a 
lie. Very well, Alan. If your new friend is conscious we'll bring 
him here to you.” 

So they’d given Pete the same tranquilizer. Either that or 
they’d knocked him out. But he was alive. Alan felt a surge 
of hope, an emotion he should’ve learned by now was 
dangerous in this place. It only served to disappoint in the 
end. 


Klaggert’s voice on the intercom stopped. Maybe he was 
ordering what he’d promised or maybe he was simply 
watching Alan pace his cell like a caged lion. 

Suddenly, Alan heard the distant sound of a fire alarm. 
His pulse quickened and he held in the resulting surge of 
energy. It could be anything, but he couldn’t help but think 
the alarm had something to do with Pete. 

Seconds dripped by and nothing else happened, only 
silence on the intercom and the high-pitched squealing of 
the alarm. He continued to pace, fists clenched by his sides, 
every nerve ending alert as though he were one big 
vibrating antenna. 

What was happening? Was Pete all right? 

Open the door. Just give me one little opening and I'll 
burn this place to the ground. 


* OOK OOK OK 


Pete’s hostage was sweating and his raised hands 
trembled. He seemed almost more afraid of his superiors 
than he was of Pete. “They'll kill us both in a heartbeat.” 

He stopped in front of a door. “I don’t have the code or 
clearance to go any farther. Please, just let me go.” 

Pete stared at the fingerprint recognition pad on the 
panel beside the metal door which had no handle. It 
evidently slid open when the person gaining entry was 
recognized. Smashing at the door would get him nowhere. 
Behind him, the persistent blat of the fire alarm continued to 
sound. This hallway wouldn’t stay empty much longer, and 
Pete wasn’t about to start shooting people randomly. 

“Face down on the floor with your hands behind your 
head,” he ordered his prisoner. He guessed the man would 
continue to cower there as long as he told him to, freeing 
Pete to deal with whatever happened next. 

Just then, the door before him slid open and a pair of men 
in uniform burst through, their weapons already drawn. Pete 
had never shot at anything besides a target, but there was 
no time to hesitate. He fired a round into one man then the 


other. One fell into the hallway, holding the door open. Pete 
jumped over him into the room beyond. The other guard 
had crumpled to the floor, but was taking aim at him. 

Pete shot him again, wincing as the guard’s body jerked, 
then he brought his gun up, pointing it at a third man, who 
stood gaping at him. The man’s white hair was combed over 
a liver-spotted scalp and a pair of oversized glasses covered 
most of his wrinkled face. 

“Dr. Klaggert?” Pete guessed. 

“Yes.” The man’s voice was calm in contrast to his bug- 
eyed expression. 

“Take me to him right now or l'Il shoot you.” 


x OK OOK OK 


This was one of Klaggert’s games, keeping Alan waiting, 
toying with him, seeing how much stress he could take 
before he snapped. He fought the desire to pick up a chair 
and slam it against the wall or to punch the fire-resistant 
paneling until his hand bled. Too bad he didn’t Hulk out 
when he grew angry, then he could smash his way to 
freedom. 

Keep it cool, he reminded himself. Save it then use it. You 
can do this. 

When the door opened, he was almost taken aback, 
surprised by the suddenness of it. And when he saw who 
stood in the doorway, his rocketing pulse managed to kick 
up another notch. Klaggert had kept his word and brought 
Pete to him. 

But no. Pete was holding the old man by one arm witha 
gun pressed to his head. Alan stared, unable to move for a 
moment. 

“You all right?” 

Pete’s deep voice broke him from his trance. “Yeah.” 

“Then let’s go. Come on!” 

Alan followed him from the room. In the corridor outside, 
a uniformed man lay bleeding near the exit door. Alan 
recognized him as someone who'd been one of his guards 


for years. He dragged his gaze away from the guard’s 
unfocused eyes and gaping chest wound and continued to 
follow Pete, stepping over another prone body lying in the 
doorway. 

“Do you know the layout of this place?” Pete asked. 

“Go right at the next corner, but | don’t think they’re 
going to let us walk right out the front gate, not even with 
Klaggert as a hostage.” 

“Then we'll fight our way out.” 

A bullet slammed into the wall right by Pete’s head. He 
leaped back from the entrance of the corridor, dragging 
Klaggert along with him. 

“Let me go first.” Alan pushed past them and paused at 
the corner. At last he could release some of the powerful 
energy that had been boiling within him. He closed his eyes 
and felt a tremendous surge in his body, in his cells, in his 
very molecules. There was a rushing, roaring sound and 
when he opened his eyes again, the room before them was 
filled with fire. Heat from the blaze scorched his face. The 
shooter, and anyone else who'd been in the path of the 
fireball, had likely been incinerated. 

Alan coughed and squinted his eyes against the sting of 
smoke. “This way.” He led Pete in what he thought was the 
right direction, although he hadn’t been outside his own 
area that often. 

At last a red Exit sign shone through the gray haze. As 
they headed for it, several more uniformed security guards 
emerged from the smoke in front of them, guns drawn. 

“Hold it!” one of them called. 

“I’ve got a hostage,” Pete shouted. “Let us go.” 

Alan drew in close beside him, assessing the situation. 
There were five men with weapons versus Pete with one gun 
and a hostage. Knowing the way these guys thought, Alan 
imagined their imperative was to preserve the secrecy of 
the project at all costs, even the loss of one of their own. 

“Don’t,” Klaggert said, proving him right. “Don’t let them 
out no matter what.” 


“Shit!” Pete muttered. 

Alan blew a deep breath, clearing his pounding head. The 
fireball had depleted his energy, but he had to draw on it 
again. He reached into himself and stirred up the embers 
always glowing deep inside him, teasing the energy to a 
little blaze and then a larger one. His body sweated and 
trembled as he wrestled with the force he’d never really 
learned to control. 

“His temperature’s rising. Shoot!” Klaggert called. 

The heat inside him was tremendous now and there was 
no more time to raise it higher. Any second, the guards 
would stop hesitating and start a bloodbath. Alan had never 
deliberately turned his power on a person with intent to 
harm, but there was no choice. Their lives depended on it. 
He closed his eyes, heat shot out from his body and Alan 
heard the screams of the burning men before he even 
opened his eyes. 

Pete released Klaggert and grabbed Alan’s arm. He pulled 
him to the exit door, past the writhing, burning figures on 
the floor. His grip was like iron and the coolness of his hand 
bathed Alan, protecting him from the heat of the fire. The 
overhead sprinkler system turned on and water rained down 
on the carnage. 

They slammed through the exit door. Outside, it was 
early evening. They were on a side of the building away 
from the main parking entrance. A few people in office 
clothes or lab coats stood talking. Alan was glad it was so 
late in the day that most of the workers must’ve gone home. 
Many innocent people worked in the facility with no idea of 
all that went on there. 

Klaggert ran out of the building behind them, coughing 
and choking. He fell to his knees on the ground, his always 
pristine white lab coat covered in ash and soot. 

What a difference being on the other side of a door 
makes, Alan thought. The doctor, or whatever he was, 
looked like a wizened old man. Without the prison key, he 
had no power. 


Sirens wailed in the distance as fire trucks approached. 
Pete tugged on Alan’s arm. “Let’s get to the front before 
more of those guards come after us. | don’t think they’d 
shoot us with all these witnesses, but...” 

Alan nodded. Together they walked quickly toward the 
front of the building, along with the half dozen people 
milling around. By the time they got to the nearly empty 
parking lot, the sirens were much louder. The flash of red 
lights came into view before the first emergency vehicle was 
visible. 

“How'd they respond so fast?” Alan said. 

“After | got free, | called 911 and one of the guys from my 
crew to make sure the call was acted on right away. | don’t 
think we’re too far from the city.” 

Emergency vehicles swept into the lot: trucks, a police 
car and ambulance as well as a few civilian cars with 
flashing beacons fixed to the roof or dashboard. 

“Those are some of the guys now. Come on.” 

Alan walked with him toward a sedan from which a 
brown-haired man with a moustache emerged. “What the 
hell, Santori? What’s going on?” 

“It’s a long story.” 

Pete’s co-worker stared at Alan. “Who’s this?” 

“I'll tell you everything, but right now we need to go back 
inside. There are victims.” 

The man jerked a thumb at the fire crew climbing out of 
the truck. “Let them deal with it. It’s not our case. We don’t 
even have any gear along.” 

“Yeah, but | know where there are men down. | don’t 
know if they’re alive, but we have to check.” Pete turned to 
Alan. “Will you be all right if | leave you here? | have to do 
this.” 

Alan wanted to protest Pete going back inside. Flames 
were flickering behind some of the windows and smoke 
curling off the roof. But he knew there was no arguing. This 
was what Pete did, what he was. 


“Sure. I’m cool. l'Il wait here.” Alan wanted to give Pete a 
quick hug to feel that he was solid and alive in case 
something happened when he went into that burning 
building. But he didn’t think Pete would be comfortable with 
that in front of his friend. Alan folded his arms and leaned 
against the side of the car. 

Pete was already pointing out possible hot spots to the 
other fireman, but before they walked away, he turned back 
to Alan. Stepping in close, Pete slipped an arm around his 
back and rested his forehead against Alan’s. “Hey. You 
okay?” 

“Mm-hm.” Of course, he wasn’t. He’d just incinerated 
several men. Even if they had been threatening his life, he 
was no killer. His stomach rolled at the thought and he felt 
he might vomit right there on the asphalt. 

“No. You’re not okay.” Pete murmured and pressed a kiss 
to his lips. “lIl be back soon. We'll get this whole mess 
straightened out. Trust me. You’re not alone in this.” 

“Aw, Jesus! Don’t do that,” Pete’s friend groaned. 
“Please!” 

Pete broke away. “Come on, Mroczek. Get your lazy ass in 
gear. We've got work to do.” 

Alan watched them approach the fire crew already 
tackling the blaze and suit up in some spare gear. Pete led a 
team around the side of the building. Alan stood with his 
back pressed against the cool metal and glass of the car 
and watched his prison burn while smoke swirled in abstract 
patterns against the sky. 

“Do you really think you belong out here?” 

Alan turned to Klaggert, suddenly beside him. 

“Do you think burning down this building is going to help 
you? You'll be arrested and the place they put you won’t be 
nearly as pleasant as the home | provided. You had 
everything you needed. Why couldn’t you have simply 
accepted your life?” 

Alan looked at the man—not a frightening monster, not a 
Dr. Mengele, but a bureaucrat with an inflated ego. Alan 


stared into his eyes behind those big glasses with the thick 
black rims. “That was never my home or my life.” 

Alan drew back his arm and drove his fist into his 
tormentor’s jaw, snapping his head to the side. 

Klaggert cried out and staggered backward, hands to his 
face. 

“Get away from me before | really lose my temper,” Alan 
warned. 

The old man scurried away without another word, 
crossing the lot and getting into one of the parked cars. Of 
course, he was going to run like a rat, not stick around and 
face police questioning that might reveal the secret 
purposes of the facility. His power was broken whether he 
would admit it or not and whatever government agency 
financed the place would want to distance itself from the 
crazy, unsanctioned activities of a renegade doctor. They 
wouldn’t go after Alan again, not if he was at the center of 
media attention. 

Alan shook the pain out of his throbbing hand. His 
knuckles hurt like hell, but the single punch had felt 
wonderful, much better than hurling a fireball. For the first 
time, he believed he might have a chance at a real life. With 
Pete’s support, he could get through all the questioning and 
hopefully convince the world he wasn’t dangerous. 

Alan turned his attention back to the building, watching 
and waiting for his fireman to return to him. 


Chapter Seven 


Alan stood at the window of Pete’s apartment looking 
down at the circus below. “They just don’t let up, do they? 
You'd think they’d have better things to do with their time.” 

Pete walked over to join him, gazing at the vans 
representing all the local and national news channels and 
the people milling around the sidewalk and even in the 
street, making themselves a traffic nuisance. “They should 
go away soon. The tenants here will complain and the police 
will clear out most of the paparazzi.” 

“That reporter, Chase wants a follow up interview,” Alan 
said. “Everyone wants an exclusive story or a book deal. 
Hell, one guy even talked about a TV movie. Christ!” 

Pete clapped a hand on his back. “Your fifteen minutes of 
fame is here. Ride it out. It won’t last.” 

Alan drew a deep breath. “I hope not. And I’m sorry about 
your neighbors. They’re probably afraid they’re going to be 
roasted in their beds. | should get a motel room.” 

Pete didn’t point out that Alan was still broke. Besides, he 
didn’t want him to leave. Soon enough his parents would be 
here and would monopolize his time. And no doubt they’d 
want to whisk him away, back to California as soon as the 
resolution of the court cases allowed Alan to leave the state. 
The phone conversations between the two coasts had flown 
thick and fast as Alan finally contacted his family and they 
learned what had happened to him. 

Checking his watch, Pete said, “We should probably start 
for the airport in about an hour. The traffic might be bad and 
we want to be there before your folks arrive.” 

Alan turned away from the window. “Is it weird that I’m 
nervous to see them? Now that | know they searched for me 
| should be happy and excited. But part of me is still...” 

“Angry that they didn’t come and save you? I think that’s 
a natural reaction. It doesn’t matter if it’s not logical. You’ve 


felt abandoned and betrayed for such a long time. | don’t 
think you can switch gears that fast.” 

A faint smile curved Alan’s mouth. “You’re a psychologist 
and a fireman? Good man to have around.” 

So are you. “I, uh, hope you'll stay here while your 
parents are in town, but | understand if you want to check 
into the hotel to be near them.” 

“No.” Alan’s response was immediate. “I want to be with 
you. | mean, if you don’t mind putting me up for a while 
longer.” 

Pete smiled. “I don’t mind. As long as you want to stay 
here it’s cool with me.” He moved closer to Alan, hooking a 
finger through his belt loop and bringing him close. He 
nodded his head toward the window beside them. “What do 
you say we give the media something interesting to report? 
I’m sure there’s more than one telephoto lens out there 
trained on us.” 

Alan rested his palm on Pete’s chest then slid it up to his 
shoulder. Heat radiated into Pete’s skin though his shirt. “A 
kiss? Sounds like a great photo op, but how do you feel 
about your firehouse buddies seeing something like that 
splashed all over the tabloids?” 

“It’s good for ‘em; Mroczek especially. Besides, he can’t 
harass me more than he already does.” But he pulled Alan 
away from the window and into the living room, pushing him 
onto the couch. 

Pete straddled him, pinning him down with a hand on the 
center of his chest. He stared into Alan’s beautiful, 
mysterious eyes, caught by their darkness as he had been 
the night they met. Now he knew what caused that haunted 
look, but he still felt he had a lot to learn about Alan. 
Because of the strange circumstances, their ‘getting to 
know one another’ phase had been accelerated like a fire 
doused with gasoline. Now Pete wanted to take his time 
discovering all of Alan’s nooks and crannies. 

Of course, that didn’t mean he wanted to put the brakes 
on the physical aspect of their relationship. His dick swelled 


in anticipation as he lowered himself over Alan and kissed 
him. 

The other man’s hand slipped around his neck and held 
him there. His lips were butter soft and warm. The sweep of 
his tongue between Pete’s lips was like a silken ribbon that 
made his mouth tingle at the energy already spilling from 
Alan into him. 

Pete met his heat and chilled it with a cool brush of his 
own tongue. Together they mingled like fire and water, 
positive and negative, yin balancing yang in symmetrical 
harmony. 

Complete. The single idea filled his mind. As much as 
Alan might be a novice at sex, so was Pete when it came to 
the emotion involved. He had had a string of sex partners, 
but never really had a lover before now. At last he 
understood the difference. 

Pete broke off the kiss to move his lips to the other man’s 
smooth jaw and neck. Alan’s pulse throbbed beneath his 
mouth as he licked and nibbled down his throat to his 
breastbone. Pete tugged at the hem of his shirt and Alan 
lifted his torso so he could pull it off. 

A sheen of sweat slicked the hard planes of his chest and 
abdomen, making the muscles gleam. He was spare and 
sinewy without an ounce of extra body fat. Pete wanted to 
lick every bit of sweat from his lean body, but they had only 
an hour before they needed to leave for the airport. 

He kissed Alan’s quivering stomach and unfastened his 
fly, letting his long, beautiful erection bob free. Encircling it, 
he stroked from base to tip. Already pre-cum dribbled from 
the head, and Pete licked it, sampling the musky taste. 

His own erection ached, but Pete ignored its need to 
break free of its cloth prison as he took Alan’s cock between 
his lips. He swirled his tongue around the shaft then drew it 
deep into his mouth, sucking hard and pumping with his fist. 
He was rewarded by the sound of Alan’s sharp intake of 
breath and a renewed surge of heat. 


Reaching between Alan’s legs, Pete fondled his soft sac, 
Cupping and rolling the balls. Alan groaned and thrust his 
hips, and the more his excitement increased, the more Pete 
drew from him. 

Come for me. Give yourself to me. | want you, only you. 
He couldn’t say the words, but Pete showed the sentiment 
by his loving attention to the cock filling his mouth. 

With a soft cry, Alan came, spurting seed and waves of 
heat from his vibrating cock. Pete swallowed, taking Alan 
into himself. When he pulled away and looked into his 
lover’s blissful face, he felt a surge of warmth that had 
nothing to do with lust or passion. He thought it might be 
love. 

Pete rose and offered a hand to Alan, leading him to his 
bedroom where there was more room to maneuver. After 
Stripping off his own clothes, he tumbled onto the mattress 
beside Alan’s sweating body. Pete lay behind him and 
stroked the younger man’s long smooth back. He caressed 
his buttocks and slid a teasing finger down his crack, 
making Alan’s cheeks clench. But he was too impatient for 
much foreplay right now. He desperately needed to be 
inside. 

Pete lubed the tight opening and his latex-sheathed cock. 
He guided the head to the other man’s anus and pushed. 
Alan’s inner muscles gripped him like a fist as his thick cock 
filled the narrow channel. Heat rolled over him in delicious 
waves. Pete grabbed the sharp blade of Alan’s hip and 
drilled deeper, grunting at the effort. The pleasure was 
amazing, but what surprised him was the added depth that 
caring deeply for his partner gave to the act. He wanted to 
stay locked together with Alan forever—not only a pair of 
bodies colliding but spirits entwining. 

Pete kissed Alan’s shoulder, licking and tasting him as he 
drew out and thrust again. The solid weight of the other 
man’s body in his arms was a comfort and a joy. How close 
they’d both come to being destroyed: Pete murdered and 
dumped somewhere, Alan a permanent prisoner. Images of 


the bodies of the men Pete had shot flashed in his mind, but 
he dismissed them immediately. He’d done what he had to 
do to save himself and Alan, and they were safe now, here 
together in his bed. He concentrated on the moment and 
held Alan tight while he pumped in and out of his body. 

Pete moved faster, fucked harder, as his excitement 
mounted. He closed his eyes, shutting out the sight of Alan’s 
shiny, coal-black hair, and focusing within where the pilot 
light of desire flared to an inferno. Pete’s climax suddenly 
tore through him the way a fire exploded with incredible 
force when it consumed oxygen. Here. Now. This moment. 
Forever. An epiphany came with the pleasure throbbing 
through his body and made his orgasm greater than any 
he’d ever experienced. 

When it was over, he draped himself around Alan’s back, 
slung a leg over his legs and wrapped an arm around his 
torso in a claiming gesture. He rested until he could breathe 
again then asked the question that had been on his mind. 
“When it’s all over—the court cases, the news stories, the 
fifteen minutes of fame—what do you plan to do? Do you 
think you'll go back to San Francisco?” 

Alan shrugged, his body moving against Pete’s. “Probably 
for a visit. I’m Sure my parents will want me there for a 
while, but...” He paused. “I know you think | need more life 
experience or something before I’m ready for a relationship, 
but | don’t believe that. When you've found the right person, 
it’s stupid to reject him because the timing is off. I’ve lost 
six years of my life. | don’t want to waste another second 
being anywhere other than where | want to be ... and that’s 
with you.” 

Pete blinked sudden tears from his eyes and cleared his 
throat. “What | said before? Scratch that. It was crap. You’re 
right. Only an idiot would find a diamond, throw it away and 
search for a different one.” 

He rubbed Alan’s hard chest, feeling his heartbeat thud 
beneath his palm. “And clearly our bodies are made to be 
together. They balance each other in some weird way. | 


guess | must have paranormal ability, too, at least when I’m 
with you.” 

“Not to sound like a really bad songwriter,” Alan said, 
“but you take my fire without quenching it. | suppose that’s 
a metaphor for accepting me as | am if we want to get 
philosophical.” 

Pete waited a beat. “I don’t. How about you?” 

Alan laughed, his body shaking in Pete’s arms. “Nope. 
I’ve had about all the ‘heavy’ I can take. Let’s be stupidly 
mundane for a while.” 

Pete rolled over and glanced at the clock on the 
nightstand. “We still have a few minutes before we need to 
leave for the airport. Want to go steam up the shower?” 

“I never thought I’d say this, but | think I’m all sexed out. 
Let’s just lie here and watch TV.” Alan got the remote from 
the nightstand and pointed it at the silent box. An image 
flickered to life—Alan’s face on the screen with the CNN 
banner down in the corner. “Oh, Jesus!” 

He flipped through channels until Pete yelled, “Go back!” 
Gene Kelly reappeared, dancing with his umbrella and 
splashing in puddles, the brilliant Technicolor image as fresh 
as the day it was filmed. Pete mumbled along with the song 

under his breath. 

Alan studied the remote in his hand. “Uh, do you have 
any idea what the number for the Soap Channel is?” 

“Shh, just go with this. It’s great stuff. You'll see.” Pete 
replied then sang aloud, “The sun’s in my heart and I’m 
ready for love.” 


The End 
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Where the Devil Dances 
TA Chase 
Prologue 


The air was so heavy Eric couldn’t breathe. Everywhere 
he turned heat and pain chased him. The fire crackled closer 
and a snap drew his attention upward. The beam holding 
the ceiling cracked and shifted even as he watched. If he 
didn’t move fast, he’d be trapped under the collapsing 
ceiling, just like Win and the priest. His heart screamed in 
protest even as he raced through the smoke. 

He ran, the flames dancing through the building 
disorienting him. He stumbled over a step. Was that the 
step leading up to the altar or did it lead back down to the 
foyer of the church? Confused, he searched without seeing a 
way out. 

An orange ember fell on his hand and he cried out as it 
burned his flesh. His lungs protested the smoke. It was like 
breathing in pure fire. Eric’s chest ached and his head spun. 
He thought about stopping and resting for a second, but 
there was no place to stop. Fire skipped to an internal beat, 
circling him on all sides. 

More embers showered down on him as something hard 
slammed into his chest and he went down. The back of his 
head hit the floor with a jarring thud as a different beam 
pinned him to the floor. Heat, pressure and pain mixed 
together as every nerve in his body screamed, the fiery 
monster consuming all his thoughts and feelings. 

The insistent pull of unconsciousness was heady, too 
much to fight. He saw a large shadow moving at the edge of 
the smoke, death coming to claim him, he guessed. No 
longer caring or hoping for escape, he let go. 


Chapter One 


David stepped inside the fence at the neighborhood dog 
park. He let Sadie off her leash and laughed as the large 
greyhound barked at him, staring intently at the object in 
his hand. 

“What?” He held up the dingy, chewed-up tennis ball. 
“You want this?” He threw the ball as far as he could. 

Sadie tore off after it before it’d barely left his hand. 

He tucked his hands in his jeans pockets, moving though 
the damp grass, the first stars peeking through the twilight 
as he made his way toward his favorite bench. There wasn’t 
much time for Sadie to run tonight since he had to be at the 
station at midnight. He hoped his shift was uneventful, but 
there’d been a rash of fires lately and none of the men had 
gotten much sleep when they were working. 

Sadie dashed up to him, dropping the drool-covered ball 
at his feet. David bent, picked it up and threw it again 
before continuing his stroll. Then his forward progress halted 
and he flailed his arms to keep his balance. Glancing back, 
he noticed a pair of shoes he hadn’t seen in the gloaming. 
Shoes he'd tripped over like an oaf. 

The shoes belonged to a man sitting at the darkest end of 
the bench. 

“Sorry. Didn’t see you there.” 

“It’s okay.” The man’s voice was a pleasing baritone with 
a slight accent. 

Movement in the man’s lap drew his gaze and David saw 
a small dog with large ears staring at Sadie. 

“Sadie won’t hurt your dog if you want to let him down.” 
He gestured to where his own dog was running in circles. 

“Raoul would like that,” the stranger said quietly, leaning 
forward to set the little dog on the ground. 

Raoul stared at the man for a moment like he was waiting 
for a signal. 


“Go play, Raoul.” The stranger flicked a pale hand 
towards Sadie. One bark and the dog raced across the grass 
to greet the greyhound. 

David pointed to the bench. “May I?” 

The man seemed to shrink farther into the shadows, but 
didn’t protest when David sat. 

“I’m David Browdie and the clown over there is Sadie.” 
The man’s moving away gave David a hint that the stranger 
wouldn’t shake his hand, so he didn’t offer it. 

“I’m Eric Sandel and that is Raoul.” 

Good, Eric might give off a vibe of not wanting to be 
touched, but he didn’t seem to mind talking. 

“What kind of breed is Raoul? I’ve never seen one like 
him.” 

“He’s a Papillion.” A hint of affection crept into Eric’s 
voice. 

“Papillion?” 

“It’s French for butterfly. The breed was named for their 
ears.” 

David studied the white and black dog in the low light of 
approaching night. “I can see it. His ears look sort of like 
butterfly wings.” He shot Eric a glance. “Are you from 
France?” 

“| moved here from France when | was younger,” Eric 
admitted. 

“Thought so. I’ve been trying to place the accent.” 

“It isn’t as strong as it used to be. | can’t seem to get rid 
of it all.” Eric chuckled softly at this, but it drifted on the 
breeze, teasing David’s ear before shooting straight to his 
hardening cock. 

Whoa man, you have a date with your hand tonight if 
you're getting turned on by some man’s laugh. 

Checking his watch, he realized he had to go. Standing, 
he whistled for Sadie. 

“I have to get going. It was nice meeting you, Eric. Maybe 
we'll run into each other again.” 


Sadie trotted over and sat obediently, letting David snap 
the leash on her collar. Jogging off with Sadie in tow, he 
waved a hand towards the retreating silhouette of the other 
man. 

* 

Eric watched David run off. “Goodbye,” he whispered. 

Raoul whined at his feet. Leaning forward, he picked the 
dog up. His pet stared at him until he gave Raoul a treat. 

“You’ve seemed to have made a friend. Are you glad | 
didn’t leave when I saw him entering the park?” Eric 
brushed a hand over the dog’s back. “Something about 
David Browdie intrigues me.” 

Raoul barked and he laughed. “Silly, | know. I’ve spent 
five minutes talking to him and naturally that gives me 
insight into his character. Let’s go home.” 

He hooked a leash on Raoul’s collar and set the little dog 
down. Getting out of his house once in a while for exercise 
helped loosen his stiff body, but the cool night air tended to 
make his muscles tighten. 

Heading in the opposite direction David had, Eric thought 
about the designs he needed to work on that night and 
hoped he’d be able to complete the orchestra pit for the 
Opera House. The aches and pains already radiating 
through his body and skin warned him it wasn’t going to be 
a peaceful night. 

Before he left the park, he glanced at the gate David had 
entered and exited from. Maybe he’d come back to the park 
tomorrow night—for Raoul, of course—exercise was good for 
the little dog. 


* OK OOK * 


A shadowy figure slipped from doorway to doorway, 
following Eric from the park to a small Victorian-style house 
a street away. He was careful to not let that little pain-in- 
the-ass dog his old friend walked see him or catch scent of 
him. 


Eric looked so different from the last time he had seen 
him. He chuckled softly to himself; he had been the cause of 
the change. A proud smile slashed across his face. He’d 
turned a good-looking man into something more. Although 
he liked how Eric had looked right after the present he'd left. 

He waited until Eric entered the house and shut the door 
before moving away, continuing down the street past Eric’s 
home. The other man who had talked to Eric tonight 
intrigued and worried him. Eric was his. He’d worked hard to 
ensure Eric would turn to him. It hadn’t worked last time, 
but he had the opportunity to solidify their relationship this 
time and he would do it. 

Sharing didn’t come easy to him. He’d tried to let Eric 
have more friends, but when Eric had started seeing that 
accountant, he’d lost all rational thought. Jealousy and 
anger over Eric’s betrayal had consumed him. Breaking 
them up was the hardest thing he ever accomplished, but 
he’d done it. 

He climbed back in his car and headed back to his 
building. As he stepped into his apartment, he glanced 
around. Things were ready. Turning his computer on, he 
connected his camera to it and downloaded the pictures 
he’d taken earlier. Minutes later he had them all printed out. 
One by one he taped them to the walls, adding to the 
hundreds of images of Eric already papering the wall. 

“Eric, my pretty little architect,” he breathed. Someday 
soon Eric would design their home; they would be together 
forever. He only needed to convince Eric they were meant to 
be. 

It was time. He grabbed his supplies and headed back 
out, excitement racing through him. Stuffing the bag into 
the trunk of his car, his hands shook with emotion. 

He had to be outside Eric’s house tomorrow morning to 
see how his lover would react to his first present. He would 
do whatever he had to do to win Eric back. 


Chapter Two 


Eric sighed as he unlocked his front door; it had been a 
long-ass day. Raoul barked from the other side. 

“Hush, little one,” he said, bending and picking the dog 
up after shutting the door behind him. 

Setting his briefcase down next to the dining table, he 
made his way down the hall to the kitchen. He opened the 
back door, letting Raoul run outside. The cool evening 
breeze brushed his cheek. Maybe he’d take Raoul to the 
park later. There was always the off chance he’d run into 
David again. 

Loosening his tie, he checked the refrigerator and 
snorted. Of course there wasn’t any food. He’d worked late 
the last two nights and hadn’t had time to do more than 
stop for dog food on his way home. Toenails scratching the 
tile announced Raoul’s presence back in the room. He 
glanced down to see the little black and white dog staring 
up at him, a pleading tilt to his head. 

“You're lucky. | have stuff for you. Guess it’s pizza for me, 
though.” He opened a can of dog food and dumped it into 
Raoul’s dish. 

Rinsing the can out, Eric tossed it in the recycle bin 
before he grabbed the phone, dialing the number for the 
local pizzeria he’d memorized the first week he’d moved 
here. 

With dinner ordered, he climbed the stairs to his 
bedroom. He stripped off his clothes and threw them into 
the laundry basket. Raoul jumped up on the bed, settling in. 
The dog knew the routine. Eric always took a shower when 
he got back from work. By the time he returned home, his 
Skin itched so badly, he wanted to wash off. 

His closet and dressers were filled with natural fibers. 
Linen. Cotton. Silk. He knew if anyone really paid attention 
to his clothes, they’d think he was a snob, but he couldn’t 


tolerate anything on his skin for more than short periods of 
time unless it was soft. 

Ignoring the mirror in the bathroom, he turned the 
shower on. Lotion bottles lined the counter behind the sink. 
He rummaged in the drawer for his medicine. He filled the 
glass on the sink with water and, taking a drink, he 
swallowed the pill. Raoul whined from the other room. 

“It’s all right. We went to the construction site today. All 
that climbing and noise makes me ache.” 

Washcloth and soap in hand, he slipped into the shower 
and sighed. The water was warm enough to ease his 
muscles and skin. Running the lathered fabric over his arm, 
he didn’t pay attention to the scars. Three years was long 
enough to get used to them. 

People can get used to just about anything if you give 
them enough time. 

Shaking off the depressing thoughts trying to crowd into 
his head, he shut off the water. As he dried himself he 
checked the clock. There was just enough time to put lotion 
on before the pizza got there. He stood, studying the 
bottles. Different scents filled the air as he tried to decide 
what he felt like tonight. 

Friends who’d been in his bathroom commented on the 
variety of lotions, but Eric never went into the reasons why 
he had so many. Applying it every day taught him to make it 
an enjoyable experience instead of something to be 
endured. 

He’d finished with his legs when the door bell rang. Raoul 
jumped off the bed and raced downstairs to bark once at the 
door. Eric tugged on a pair of soft flannel pants and a white 
cotton t-shirt, then grabbed his wallet off the kitchen 
counter on his way to the door. 

The delivery boy’s mouth dropped open and he shifted 
uncomfortably. 

Eric inwardly cringed. The stares were something he 
couldn’t get used to. He shoved the money in the boy’s 


hand, taking the box with the other. He shut the door before 
the kid could figure out he over-tipped him. 

Raoul yipped. 

He glared down at Raoul. How could a dog sound 
disapproving? 

“I know it was rude, but | don’t have to deal with being 
stared at on my own front porch, okay?” 

He swore Raoul sighed as the Papillion led the way into 
the living room where Eric deposited the pizza on the coffee 
table. Snagging the remote, he turned on the news while 
munching on the first piece. 

“Firefighters from Station Three and Four were called out 
to an early morning fire at an abandoned church just inside 
town limits,” the news anchor said as the picture popped up 
on the screen. 

He shivered and pointed the remote at the TV. He hated 
church fires. The mere mention of one brought back 
memories he wanted...no, needed...to keep buried. He was 
about to change the channel, thinking the Food Network 
sounded good when the screen showed a group of 
firefighters huddled in front of a fire engine. 

“Lieutenant David Browdie of the Morley Fire Department 
made a statement today about the rash of fires they’ve 
been battling the past several days.” 

Eric’s mouth dropped open as David Browdie stepped up 
to the microphone. His dog park guy was a firefighter. 

“We're doing our best to find out who is setting these 
fires. All the information hasn’t been processed yet, but I’m 
sure there’ll be arrests as soon as possible.” 

Eric studied the man on the screen. He knew David was 
tall, but the TV showed he was also broad shouldered and 
muscular. His sweat-soaked blue fire department t-shirt 
molded to his chest. A square chin and strong cheekbones 
spoke of strength and a fierce determination. Eric got the 
feeling once David got his teeth into something, he wouldn’t 
let it go easily. Bright hazel eyes sparkled with energy, even 


though David’s face was streaked with soot and his dark 
hair covered with ash. 

Eric ignored the few questions the reporters were allowed 
to ask. His gaze remained focused on the firefighter. 
Something he’d never felt before drew him to David and it 
worried him. 

He’d learned to live with his scars, but he had yet to take 
a chance on letting another person see them in the light. 
Only his brother had seen them and he still remembered the 
look of horror on his face when he’d entered the hospital 
room. He developed an armor to keep the stares from 
driving him crazy. Now people stared for other reasons, but 
the pain was the same. 

Raoul jumped on his lap and nuzzled his hand. Eric 
grinned down at his dog, the one constant in his life since 
the fire. 

“Silly to worry about it, he probably isn’t even gay. And if 
he is, a good-looking stud like him would have a boyfriend 
already.” He turned the TV off. 

He wouldn't be falling asleep any time soon. The mention 
of the church fire put him on edge. He’d work on the opera 
house design until he knew he could sleep without 
nightmares. 


x OK OOK OK 


“Hey Browdie, your sister’s on the phone,” Tommy yelled 
from the kitchen. 

David dried his hair, tossed the towel toward the hamper 
and headed to the captain’s office where he’d have some 
privacy. Settling into the chair, he picked up the receiver 
while propping his feet on the captain’s desk. 

“Sis, how’s it going?” 

“Well, if it isn’t the big-shot fireman. We saw you on TV. 
Very impressive,” Teresa teased. 

He grinned. His sister was five years older than him and 
she took every opportunity to have fun with him. 


“You want my autograph?” He laughed. “I got picked by 
default. None of the other guys wanted to do it and Cap was 
busy with the arson investigators. I’ve done some interviews 
before, so | was the sacrificial lamb.” 

“And it helps that women reporters just love you.” A voice 
sounded in the background. “Jeff wants to know if you'll be 
trying for his job next.” 

Jeff, his brother-in-law, was the press secretary for the 
mayor, but it wouldn’t be long before some other political 
big shot realized Jeff's brilliance and snatched him up. 

“Tell him not to worry. | have no interest in politics. I’m 
not diplomatic enough to keep my mouth shut.” He sighed. 
“How’s Sadie doing?” 

“Right at the moment, she’s chasing your nephew around 
the back yard. And they’ve been playing since we picked 
her up from your house. Both of them should sleep well 
tonight.” Teresa’s tone shifted. He could hear the concern in 
her voice. “All these fires; do you really think they’ve been 
started by the same person?” 

David closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. 
“Yeah, all of them have the same signature to them. But | 
really do believe what | said; we'll catch the guy before too 
long. He’s brought too much attention to himself. This last 
one, an abandoned church, it was almost as if he wanted 
someone to know he was here.” 

He shook his head. It was silly to say that, but it was the 
feeling he’d gotten. The other fires were in abandoned 
buildings or warehouses. Places far easier to get to without 
being seen. The church was in the middle of a busier area of 
town, making it a damned risky target. 

“Be careful.” 

“I will be. Don’t worry, sis. I’ve been doing this for a 
couple years now. | think | know how to take care of myself.” 
He yawned. 

“I know, but as your big sister, | can still be worried about 
you. It’s my duty now that Mom and Dad have moved.” 
Teresa’s words were filled with love. He heard Jeff’s voice in 


the background again. “Jeff wants to know if you’re still 
coming to the groundbreaking for the Opera House on 
Saturday.” 

“Shit. | forgot about it, but yeah, l'Il be there.” He’d have 
to get a haircut before then. 

“Are you bringing anyone?” Her question was causal, but 
she was digging. 

“No.” 

“David.” 

“Teresa,” he stopped her. “I’ve been too busy to date the 
past couple of weeks. Don’t worry. I’m not lonely. l'Il get 
back in the game soon. You know summer tends to be the 
busy time at the department.” 

“I know. I’m being a big sister again. Want to see my 
younger brother happy and settled down.” 

“Even if the person | settled down with will be a guy and 
not female?” 

Her soft sigh eased over the phone. “You know, I’d prefer 
you liked women, but l'Il take what | can get if it makes you 
happy.” 

“Thanks, Teresa.” He smiled. 

Teresa and his parents had been disappointed when he 
came out, though they never expressed disgust or anger. It 
took several years for them to readjust to the fact that he 
wouldn’t be bringing girls home for their approval. While 
they hadn’t joined PFLAG yet, they’d met a few of his 
boyfriends and been nice to them. 

“I'll bring Sadie back tomorrow night around nine. That 
should give you enough time to get home, take a nap and 
do some laundry.” 

“| appreciate you taking her for me.” 

“She’s the only niece I’m likely to get, so | have to spoil 
her best I can.” 

They laughed together as his captain came into the 
office. David waved at him and dropped his feet to the floor. 
“Hey sis, Cap wants his office back. l'Il give you a call 

when I get home tomorrow night.” 


“Great. Talk to you later.” She hung up. 

He set the phone back in the cradle and grinned at his 
boss. “She’s taking care of Sadie for me.” 

“Figured.” 

David got up and moved toward the door. Sitting behind 
the desk, Cap waved to an empty chair. 

“Sit down, Dave. | want to talk to you about these fires.” 

He sat, knowing it would be a while before he got his 
dinner and hoped the guys didn’t eat it all. 


Chapter Three 


David let Sadie off her leash, squashing the anticipation 
of seeing Eric. Hell, he’d only met the man once for all of 
five minutes. That wasn’t nearly long enough to form an 
opinion of the guy. Maybe it was the way he never moved 
out of the shadows or the affection in his voice for the little 
dog. Something about Eric made David want to get to know 
him. 

A sharp yip caught his attention. Raoul stood at his feet, 
tail wagging and an odd doggy grin on his pointy face. 

“Hey there, little guy.” He bent and scratched behind 
Raoul’s big ears. “Your owner wouldn’t happen to be around 
here somewhere?” 

The dog barked again and ran off. David followed him 
over to a bench placed under a beautiful cherry tree. Eric 
bent forward to pet Raoul and David caught a glimpse of 
shoulder length dark hair and rather pale skin before Eric 
melted back into the shadows. 

“Hi.” Odd how nervous he was. 

“Hello.” Shifting, Eric gestured towards the bench next to 
him. “Would you like to sit?” 

“Thanks.” He sighed as he slumped against the seat. 

“I saw you on TV. You’ve been busy the past couple of 
days.” 

Eric seemed to be friendlier. David slid a little closer, 
inhaling Eric’s warm male scent mixed with the fragrance of 
the cherry blossoms. 

“Yeah. All those fires have been running the stations 
ragged. Before a month or so ago, we didn’t have that many 
fires in a year.” He leaned back, stretching his arm along the 
back of the bench and resting his fingers close to Eric’s 
neck. He could feel the brush of Eric’s hair over his skin. 

The man stiffened slightly and he held his breath, waiting 
to see if Eric would move away from him. A minute later, he 


relaxed. David found his fingers touching not only Eric’s 
hair, but the nape of Eric’s neck. He stroked light touches 
over the soft skin and hid a smile as a shiver shook the 
Slender body next to him. 

“Since you know what I do for a living, it’s only fair to tell 
me what your occupation is,” he teased, not pushing for 
anything more than Eric seemed willing to tolerate. 

“I’m an architect. The city brought me to Morley to 
design the new Opera House.” 

“How’s the design coming for that? The groundbreaking 
is on Saturday, isn’t it?” He didn’t want the silence to 
continue. 

“Yes, it is. The designs are going well. | soent yesterday 
at the site, just looking around and getting familiar with it.” 

David slid closer, his thigh grazing Eric’s once in a while. 
He didn’t make a habit of picking guys up. He’d never been 
into mindless one-night stands. Sex for sex’s sake was fine, 
but he liked to know who he was fucking. It made the 
experience more satisfying to him. He admitted to himself 
that if Eric asked him to go back to his house right then, 
he’d do it without thinking. 

Eric’s pale hands fluttered like the man was unsure of 
what to do with them. He reached out and took one in his. 

“I’m making you uncomfortable,” he said, moving away. 
He didn’t want to scare Eric away. “I’m sorry.” 

“No. Don’t.” Eric’s hand tightened on his. “I’ve gotten out 
of the habit of touching people.” 

“Now that’s sad.” He brushed his thumb over Eric’s 
knuckles. 

“It is, isn’t it?” Eric laughed softly. “There was a time 
when | loved to touch. Not just people. Fabric. Trees. Dirt. So 
many sensations and so many images in my mind.” 

“What happened?” He trailed his fingers up Eric’s palm 
towards the skin hidden under the cuff of Eric’s long sleeved 
Shirt. 

When he reached the edge of the fabric, Eric tensed and 
tried to tug his hand away. 


“| was in an accident three years ago and have scars. 
They can still be painful to the touch, so I’ve conditioned 
myself not to touch things.” The words seemed like they 
were forced out between clenched teeth. 

David moved his hand back to entwine their fingers. He 
could tell Eric wasn’t ready for anything more than that at 
the moment. 

“I’m sorry to hear that, but thank you for letting me hold 
your hand.” David chuckled. “Guess this answers one of my 
questions.” 

Eric’s head tilted towards him, letting him know the man 
was curious. He noticed Eric hadn’t looked in his direction 
since he sat down. The long luxurious curtain of sable hair 
hid the man’s face completely. 

“| hoped you were gay.” 

Eric gently squeezed his hand and nodded. “Yes, | am.” 

“I figured a straight guy wouldn’t let me hold his hand for 
long.” He rubbed circles into Eric’s palm. 

“Do you have a boyfriend? | wondered about that when | 
Saw you on TV. Figured a guy who looks like you would have 
someone important to love him.” 

A blush warmed his cheeks. Plenty of people had told him 
he was good looking, but he never really thought about it. It 
was nice Eric thought so as well. 

“Nope. No one special. | haven’t had time lately for a 
relationship. Being a firefighter is hard on couples. The 
dangerous situations tend to be too much for the significant 
other to handle.” 

He mentally catalogued all the other firefighters’ 
relationships that had broken apart over the past year 
because of the demands of their job. It took a special person 
to deal with the knowledge their loved one could be killed in 
a fire. 

“I understand how that goes.” 

Eric took a deep breath like he was gathering courage to 
say something. David’s beeper went off. 


“Shit.” He pulled it out of his pocket. “It’s my captain. | 
have to go back to the fire station. Must be another fire or 
else | wouldn’t be recalled. I’m supposed to have the next 
two days off.” 

He forgot about holding Eric’s hand, so when he stood, he 
pulled Eric to his feet as well. Eric stood about chin height to 
him, making the man around five-nine. David glanced 
around, whistling for Sadie. The greyhound trotted over to 
them, looking disappointed. Letting go of Eric’s hand, he 
attached the leash to Sadie’s collar. 

“Wait. | can take care of her for you. Let her and Raoul 
play for a while longer and then I'll take Sadie back to my 
house. You can come and pick her up there when you’re 
done.” Eric’s offer rushed out. 

“Are you sure?” He turned to the smaller man. 

“Yes.” Eric held out a business card to him. “This has my 
cell and home phone on it. Call me when you're ready to 
come and get Sadie. l'Il give you directions to my house.” 

Without thinking, he bent forward and brushed a kiss 
over Eric’s pale cheek. “Thank you.” He wished he could see 
what Eric really looked like. Twilight had fallen and shadows 
shaded Eric’s face. 

“You're welcome.” 

Another shrill ring from his pager. 

“I have to go.” He gave Eric another peck and started to 
jog off. “I’ll call you when I’m done.” 

“Okay.” Eric waved back at him. 

David couldn’t help but be happy about the interruption. 
Having to go and pick Sadie up from Eric’s would give hima 
chance to see Eric again. Maybe he could even wrangle a 
date out of it. 


x OK OOK O&K 
Damn, he was tired, David thought as he leaned against 


the door. Another fire, and this one had burned so hot they’d 
ended calling in two additional engine companies to help 


fight it. He spent eight hours on scene. It was nine on 
Saturday morning and he was exhausted. 

He’d called Eric some time during the night, letting his 
new friend know he wasn’t going to be back any time soon 
to pick Sadie up. He’d offered to have Teresa come and get 
the dog, but Eric told him not to worry. Sadie wasn’t taking 
up any space and Raoul enjoyed having her to play with. 

A quick call after Cap cleared him to go and here he was, 
standing on Eric’s doorstep, smelling like an ashtray. He 
knocked on the door and rested his head on the door frame. 
A high-pitched bark sounded on the other side of the barrier 
and he smiled. Raoul knew he was there. 

“Raoul, hush.” 

Eric opened the door and every thought rushed out of 
David’s head. 

“You're fucking gorgeous.” 

Eric’s pale cheeks flushed pink. The man was stunning. 
Unblemished skin covered high cheekbones and a thin nose. 
Plump lips begged for David’s kiss. Shy ice-blue eyes met 
his and a wry grin lifted those lips. Shoulder-length sable 
hair was pulled back to reveal a pink triangle earring. 

David didn’t think about it, just stroked his fingers over 
the slope of Eric’s nose. 

“I’m my plastic surgeon’s masterpiece.” Eric stepped 
back and gestured for him to come in. 

“The man is a genius,” David muttered as he entered the 
house. 

Sadie skidded up to greet him. Kneeling, he scratched 
the dog’s ears and accepted her welcoming licks. He 
wrestled with her for a few minutes before giving Raoul 
some attention. 

Standing up, his eyes met Eric’s and the happy light in 
them broke what little control he had over his body. 
Reaching out, he grasped Eric’s hips with a light touch. He 
had enough mental ability to remember Eric’s comments 
last night about being in pain from scars and touching. 


“I’m going to kiss you. If you don’t want that, you’d 
better stop me now,” he warned Eric. 

Eric’s pale blue eyes widened, but there wasn’t any 
movement to stop him. David leaned in, pressing his mouth 
to Eric’s enticing lips. A puff of hot air brushed over his lips 
when the younger man gasped. David nibbled along his 
plump bottom lip and teased his tongue over the sensitive 
roof of Eric’s mouth. 

Eric’s hands fluttered by his shoulders before cradling the 
back of his head. David took the kiss a little deeper, still 
moving slow. For some reason he wasn’t willing to think 
about at the moment, he didn’t want to frighten Eric off. He 
didn’t want to move too fast either. 

Keeping his hands on Eric’s hips, he trailed kisses along 
Eric’s high cheekbones and learned the curve of his jaw. The 
tip of his tongue became familiar with the soft spot right 
behind Eric’s ear that made the man Shiver. He took a step 
closer, invading Eric’s personal space. They both groaned as 
their erections brushed. 

David became lost in the scents and textures of Eric’s 
skin. He discovered where his limits were. Eric tensed each 
time he nuzzled the collar or touched the hem of the man’s 
long sleeved t-shirt. He wondered about the scars and how 
bad they really were for a brief second. 

A heavy weight settled against his leg, threatening to tip 
him over. He steadied them and glanced down. Sadie stared 
up at him with innocent brown eyes. He couldn’t help but 
laugh. 

“She’s not used to me kissing anyone. | think she’s 
jealous.” 

Eric’s chuckle was shaky as he stepped back and patted 
Sadie on the head. “It’s all right, girl. | won’t steal him away 
from you.” 

“What if | want to be stolen?” David wanted to kick 
himself the instant the words were out of his mouth. Nothing 
like rushing the relationship. Was there a relationship? One 
kiss didn’t make a commitment. 


“I won’t steal you from Sadie, but | might be willing to 
Share you.” Eric gave him a wink and turned. “Would you 
like some breakfast?” 

He eyed the firm ass heading away from him and realized 
he’d left faint handprints on the white t-shirt. 

“Shit. Sorry | got you dirty. No matter how long | scrub, | 
can’t seem to get the ash all the way off sometimes.” 

Eric glanced down at the smudges and shrugged. “It’s no 
big deal. | usually end up with dirt on me somehow during 
the course of the day.” 

David scrubbed his hand over his hair. “I stink. | should 
go home.” 

Sadie didn’t seem inclined to leave now that her owner 
wasn’t wrapped around Eric. She curled up on a large pillow 
with Raoul settled in beside her. 

“You could take a shower here,” Eric offered. “I don’t 
have to be anywhere until three or so.” 

Anticipation shot through him. “Are you going to the 
Opera House groundbreaking today?” 

“Yes. Sort of have to since I’m the architect in charge.” 
Eric moved toward a set of stairs. “Tell you what. Take a 
Shower and a short nap because you look dead on your feet. 
We'll have lunch when you get up.” 

David straightened his shoulders and asked, “Can | be 
your escort to the ceremony?” 

Eric stopped on the bottom step and looked over at him. 
“Why would you want to give up your afternoon for 
something that isn’t going to be much fun?” 

“First off, | want to spend more time with you. Get to 
know you.” He went over and cupped Eric’s cheek. “I’m 
attracted to you, but since I’m not into jumping into a 
stranger’s bed, I’d like to take you out on a couple dates 
first.” 

“First?” Eric’s grin was flirtatious. “You sound pretty sure 
of yourself.” 

“I know you want me, Eric. It’s kind of obvious.” He shot 
a glance down at the bulge in the front of Eric’s pants. “I 


want you to like me as well.” 

Eric nodded, but didn’t say anything else. David gave him 
a peck on the cheek. 

“The other reason is my brother-in-law is the spokesman 
for the mayor and | promised my sister I’d show up for this 
anyway. l’d rather go with someone l'Il have fun with than 
by myself and be bored out of my mind.” 

Eric studied him for several seconds and David worried 
the man might refuse. 

“Okay. We can go together.” Eric must have found what 
he was looking for in David’s eyes. 

“Thanks.” A yawn busted loose. 

Eric smiled. “Come on. A shower and a nap.” 

David followed Eric upstairs. Eric left him alone after 
showing him where the guest room and the bathroom were. 
He started the shower and stepped under the pounding 
stream of hot water. He hoped someday Eric would be 
comfortable enough with him to join him. There was nothing 
he liked better than showering with his lover. 
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Eric waited until the shower had been off for ten minutes 
before he made his way back upstairs to the guest room. 
Peeking around the door, he spotted David sprawled across 
the bed with a towel wrapped around his waist. Eric figured 
David would be dead to the world, but he was quiet as he 
went into the bathroom and picked up the clothes lying on 
the floor. 

Holding them in his arms, he stopped and studied the 
broad expanse of David’s back. The man’s skin was a golden 
brown with no visible tan lines. A scar bisected the lower 
half of David’s back and Eric wondered what had caused it. 
It wasn’t a burn scar. He had more than enough experience 
to know what those looked like. His fingers itched to trace it. 

A soft grunt and David shifted. Eric jumped, edging 
toward the door. He didn’t want to get caught checking his 
guest out. He was curious to see what the white towel hid, 


though he assumed it was a tight ass and sculpted thighs. 
The well-defined muscles in David’s arms spoke of strength 
and power, but Eric remembered how gently David had held 
him and kissed him. 

It had been three years since his injuries and in that time, 
he’d never had a serious relationship. He’d had sex with 
people who were willing to overlook his body. There had 
been no interest in getting to know those lovers. He’d spent 
too much attention on trying to heal and deal with the fall- 
out from the fire. 

His best friend Tina, who'd stood by him through 
everything, told him moving to Morley would be good for 
him. Eric had joked with her, saying it couldn’t be any worse 
than Charleston, but she might have been right this time. 

Pressure bloomed in his foot. Glancing down, he saw 
Sadie sitting on him. He reached down and patted the dog. 

“You're welcome to stay in here and sleep with him, 
Sadie. I’m going to throw his clothes in the wash. Raoul and 
| are going for a walk afterwards.” 

Sadie’s ears perked up at ‘walk’. Eric chuckled and 
headed out of the room. Both dogs followed him downstairs 
to the laundry room, watching with eager anticipation as he 
threw a load of clothes in and started the washer. He 
grabbed his sweater and the leashes. Clipping them to the 
dogs’ collars, he left the house, locking the door behind him. 
David was going to sleep for a couple hours at least, Eric 
thought, and he could walk the dogs, run a few errands and 
get stuff for lunch before his guest woke up. 

Three hours later, Eric looked up from the blueprint he 
was working on. The dogs were gone and he heard a door 
shut upstairs. David must be up. Eric stood, stretching his 
muscles. They tightened up on him sometimes from being 
hunched over a desk, drawing for hours on end. 

He wandered into the kitchen, checking the casserole 
he’d slipped into the oven a few minutes ago. He enjoyed 
cooking when he had friends over. Cooking for one wasn’t 
fun. It was actually sort of depressing. 


The table was set by the time David came downstairs. 
The dogs heralded his entrance as they raced in to swarm 
Eric, barking and trying to lick him. He laughed. 

“Raoul, outside.” He pointed to the back door. 

“Do you want me to open the door for them?” David 
asked, walking into the kitchen. 

“No. Watch.” He nodded as the little dog ran to a button 
beside the door. 

Raoul jumped up, hitting the button with his front feet 
and the door swooshed open. Both dogs ran outside. The 
door shut behind them with a quiet snick. 

“That’s brilliant.” David went over to investigate the 
switch. 

“Thanks. | designed it and had it installed a few days 
after | moved in. Sometimes | get absorbed with my work 
and forget about Raoul. This way, he can go out whenever 
he wants to without interrupting me. | try to take him out for 
walks in the morning and at night during the week. On the 
weekends, we do a lot of stuff outside if the weather’s 
good.” He turned to pull some glasses down from the 
cupboard. “What would you like to drink?” 

“What have you got?” 

The oven dinged. David grabbed oven mitts and took the 
dish out. Eric waved a hand towards the table, then headed 
for the refrigerator. 

“I’ve got beer, wine, soda, juice and water. | just picked 
up the beer today.” He threw a smile over his shoulder at 
David. 

“I'll have a beer then.” 

He brought the bottles over to where David stood next to 
the table. “Sit down. l'Il grab the rolls and we can eat. We 
have about two hours before we have to be at the 
groundbreaking.” 

“Enough time for you and | to get dressed. | should take 
Sadie home with me.” David took a bite of the hot food. His 
eyes widened as he chewed. After swallowing, he shot Eric a 


grin. “I might kidnap you to come and cook for me. This is 
really good.” 

Eric’s cheeks flushed. Ducking his head, he played with 
the food on his plate. “Thanks. | took some cooking classes 
when | left for college. Figured | wouldn’t have my mom 
around to make meals for me. | liked it. Been so wrapped up 
in the opera house, | haven’t had time to make anything.” 

“Well, I'm glad you decided to cook today.” David winked 
at him. 

The rest of the meal went by quickly as Eric and David 
chatted about their dogs, their houses and the town. The 
dogs came back in and headed toward the water dish. Eric 
took their dirty plates and loaded the dishwasher. David 
cleared off the table. They worked well together. 

“It’s nice having someone to talk to while having lunch. 
Raoul is usually the only one around. He’s not the most 
Sparkling conversationalist.” 

David chuckled. “Neither is Sadie.” The firefighter 
checked his watch. “I better go get dressed. l'Il swing back 
by here to pick you up in an hour. Is that okay?” 

“Sure.” Eric followed David to the front door. “You can 
leave Sadie here until we’re done, that way both of them 
have someone to play with. With the door, we don’t have to 
worry about accidents or anything.” 

Stopping, David turned and cradled the back of Eric’s 
head, pressing a gentle kiss to Eric’s lips. Before Eric could 
do anything, David moved away and opened the door. 

“I appreciate the offer and | know Sadie does. l'Il be back 
In an hour.” 

Eric touched his fingers to his lips and nodded. Locking 
the door behind David, he headed upstairs to take a shower 
and get ready. There was an easiness in the way David 
touched him. Most people accepted the barriers he put up 
and kept their distance. 

He hadn’t lied to David when he said he missed touching. 
His former lovers had always teased him about his tactile 
needs. Before the fire, he could spend hours tracing muscles 


and skimming skin, but he had to let it go. He needed to be 
touched as much as he needed to touch and with his scars, 
it got to be too much for him. 

A light feeling filled his chest. Maybe he could let David 
past his barriers. Let him in and see where it led. Even if it 
didn’t work out between them, he’d endured far worse than 
a broken heart. He was strong enough; he could deal with 
anything that happened. 


Chapter Four 


Standing in an alleyway across from Eric’s house, he’d 
seen the firefighter arrive earlier and wasn’t thrilled when 
the man didn’t leave until hours later. Eric wasn’t supposed 
to make new friends. He wanted and needed Eric to be 
lonely. It would make things easier when he made his move. 

Maybe Eric hadn’t recognized the gift he’d left him. It 
might have been too removed from Eric’s world. He would 
have to think about the next gift. Make sure it was right and 
obviously meant for Eric. 

The black truck pulled up in front of Eric’s house and the 
firefighter climbed out, clad in a dress shirt and pants. The 
groundbreaking ceremony. He’d forgotten about that. So 
Eric had an escort to the event. Glancing down at his watch, 
he realized he had enough time to get to the construction 
site and snag a prime spot to watch Eric and this interloper. 
Maybe he'd be able to think up a better gift for his love. 
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Eric ran suddenly sweaty palms over his slacks as the 
doorbell rang. It was like going out on his first date all over 
again. In many ways, it was. He hadn’t dated since the fire. 
Too much work while he was trying to heal. He followed the 
dogs as they raced to the door, barking and tails wagging. 

He opened the door and his heart stopped for a second. 
David in jeans and t-shirt had been hot. Dressed up, the 
firefighter was gorgeous. A white cotton dress shirt showed 
off his golden tan. Black pants molded to firm thighs and the 
cute bubble butt Eric had noticed earlier. 

Without thinking, he reached out, took David’s hand and 
pulled him in. He shut the door and leaned in to kiss David’s 
thin lips. David didn’t stop him, simply rested his hands on 
Eric’s hips and let him lead the way. 


David opened to Eric and he found the firefighter tasted 
like mint and cinnamon. He teased and sucked on David's 
tongue. A groan filled the air, but he couldn't tell if it came 
from him or the man he was kissing. God, he could get lost 
in the taste and feel of David’s mouth. 

A bark drew his attention. He pulled back to look down. 
Raoul and Sadie were sitting together a few feet away, 
heads tilted like they were wondering what their owners 
were doing. 

“Hi,” he said shakily to David. 

The dark-haired man chuckled and gave him another 
quick peck. “That’s a welcome | could get addicted to.” 

“Well, | don’t usually do that, but you looked so good, | 
had to show my appreciation.” He brushed a hand over 
David’s shirt, trying to get the wrinkles out. 

“Don’t worry about those. | tend to take my clothes to the 
dry cleaners because | hate ironing, but | didn’t have time 
the past week or so; too many fires lately.” 

Eric bit his lip to keep from offering to do David’s laundry 
for him. Going too fast here, you can’t start doing his 
laundry and cooking dinner for him. He moved down the hall 
to where his suit coat hung. David got there before him and 
held it up, helping him slide it on. 

David slipped his arms around Eric’s waist and Eric 
relaxed back against him. The contact didn’t cause his 
nerves to fire. The doctors had told him the healing process 
would be long and painful, but it seemed he had turned the 
corner. He covered David’s hands and squeezed. 

He stiffened as David's fingers caressed his wrist under 
the cuff of his shirt. Eric knew the moment would come 
when he would have to show some of his scars to David. 
David moved back down to stroke over Eric’s palm. 

“Will you tell me about the accident some day when we 
know each other better?” David’s warm breath washed over 
Eric’s ear. 

“Yes.” 


It would be hard because he didn’t make a habit of 
discussing his past with anyone, but he sensed it was time 
to start living a normal life again. David hugged him tighter 
and his back twinged. Well, as normal as he could make it. 

“We'd better leave or we'll be late. Then both of us will 
get in trouble. My sister wouldn’t be happy if | missed her 
husband’s big day.” David nuzzled Eric’s hair for a second 
and stepped away. 

Eric tugged his clothes back into place. “Big day?” He 
bent to give Raoul a scratch and a pat. “We’ll be back ina 
while.” 

David did the same with Sadie and they headed out the 
door. He followed David to a black Dodge Ram truck parked 
by the sidewalk. He hid a smile as David held the door for 
him. Eric figured it didn’t matter to David whether Eric was a 
man or woman, he’d still do all those gentlemanly things. 

“Yeah, it was his idea to build an opera house. Worked 
really hard lobbying the town council to approve the money 
and everything; this is his baby.” David climbed behind the 
wheel and started the truck. 

“Jeff Triscu is your brother-in-law?” 

“That’s him. He was crazy enough to fall in love with my 
sister and marry her.” David winked at Eric. “I think you and 
Teresa will like each other.” 

Eric wasn’t sure about that; he didn’t have any brothers 
or sisters, so he didn’t know anything about family 
dynamics. He settled back in his seat and tried not to think 
about standing in front of all the people who had been 
invited. He’d learned to hate crowds. First from the way they 
stared at his scars and now the way they stared at his face 
because of his plastic surgeon’s miraculous ability with a 
scalpel. 
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David noticed how tense Eric became the closer they got 


to the construction site. They pulled into the parking lot and 
he turned the truck off. Before he got out, he reached over 


to take Eric’s hand. Eric’s pale eyes glanced down at their 
hands and back up to meet his gaze. 

“Are you Okay?” 

“Yes.” Eric didn’t sound convinced. 

“I’m not sure you are. If you don’t want to do this, l'Il turn 
around and we can head home to the dogs. | wouldn’t be 
upset to miss this.” He smiled. 

Eric chuckled softly. “I know and I’d love to miss it, but | 
can’t. This is my first solo commission; can’t screw that up. 
It just doesn’t get any easier having people stare at me.” 

“You're gorgeous. They’re only staring because they've 
never seen a man as beautiful as you.” David reached out 
and cupped Eric’s smooth cheek with his free hand. 

“That’s why they stare now and it’s only been in the past 
year or so that they haven’t run screaming in the other 
direction. People used to stare at me because of my scars. 
Though I have to admit they weren’t as bad as the ones on 
my body. I’m able to hide those. My surgeon couldn’t do 
anything about them.” Eric nuzzled into David’s hand, 
pressing a kiss to his palm. 

“I have to ask and you don’t have to answer me. How did 
your hands escape injury? | can’t see any scars on them at 
all. Surgery wouldn’t have fixed that, would it?” He held one 
of Eric’s elegant hands in his and stroked a finger over the 
knuckles. 

“U-m-m-m...” Eric cleared his throat. “I was lucky. They 
ended being protected somehow. My rescuers never told me 
what covered them, but something fell over the top of them, 
stopping them from being burned.” 

A knock on the window of his door made them both jump. 
David turned to see his sister standing outside with a grin 
on her face. He shook his head and laughed. 

“Get ready. My sister’s outside.” He wanted to kiss Eric, 
but settled for squeezing the man’s hand instead. 

They climbed out of the truck. By the time Teresa was 
done hugging David, Eric had joined them. Teresa’s mouth 
dropped open when she caught sight of Eric. David watched 


as Eric’s pale cheeks flushed with embarrassment. He 
elbowed his sister. 

“You look like a fish,” he muttered to her. 

Her mouth snapped shut and she smiled sheepishly at 
Eric. “Sorry. | bet you get that reaction a lot.” 

“Yes, | do, but it’s still uncomfortable.” Eric’s own smile 
was shy. 

“I’m sure it is. I’m Teresa Triscu, David’s older sister.” She 
held out her hand and David was proud of her recovery. “lIl 
try not to embarrass you anymore.” 

“I’m Eric Sandel.” They shook hands. 

“Oh my God, you’re the architect for the opera house. 
Come on. Jeff has been frantic. He’s worried you weren’t 
going to show.” 

David watched as Teresa dragged Eric off to find Jeff. He 
followed at a more leisurely pace. He wasn’t worried about 
losing them in the crowd. He simply had to find the people 
with the stunned faces they were leaving in their wake. 

When he caught up with them, Eric was surrounded by 
people who were all talking to him at once. Eric’s eyes 
Skipped from one talker to another, trying to be polite and 
listen to all of them. A tall well-dressed man stepped up 
beside Eric and laid his hand on Eric’s arm. David wanted to 
shove through the group and push the man away from Eric. 

He stopped, staring at the beautiful stranger he’d meta 
week ago. Where had the jealousy come from? They weren’t 
dating or anything. Lunch and escorting Eric to this 
ceremony didn’t mean they had a relationship. Oh, but how 
he wanted one with this gorgeous man. Not only because 
Eric’s looks were so unique and hot, but because there was 
a vulnerability hidden behind the perfect face. A wonderful 
man lurked underneath those looks and he wanted to learn 
about him. 

Eric’s face held a panicked expression. David could tell 
the crush of people was starting to get to him. David pushed 
his way through the crowd until he stood next to Eric. He 
took Eric’s shaking hand and settled it in the crook of his 


elbow. Blue eyes studied him for a second with a 
questioning gaze. He smiled and nodded, reassuring Eric 
without saying anything and Eric relaxed. 

Leaning down, he whispered in Eric’s ear, “l'Il stay right 
here and if you need to leave, you let me know. | don’t have 
a problem bailing early.” 

Eric shivered. David didn’t know what caused that 
reaction, though he hoped it was the feel of his warm breath 
on Eric’s skin. 

“Thank you.” Eric’s voice sounded rougher than usual. 

“Welcome.” 

David took the moment to brush a kiss over Eric’s cheek 
before straightening up. 

“Mr. Sandel, if you’d come with me. l'Il show you where 
the groundbreaking is to take place.” The well-dressed man 
glared at David. 

David didn’t think the glare was because the man didn’t 
approve of two guys kissing, but more likely the guy wanted 
Eric for himself. He grinned. Not going to happen, buddy. I 
saw him first. 

It was going to be an interesting afternoon. 


x OOK OOK OK 


“Thank you for coming.” 

The mayor finished his speech and Eric’s death grip on 
David’s arm eased. David patted the slender hand resting in 
the crook of his arm. Eric had kept hold of him during the 
entire ceremony except when Eric had to say something to 
the crowd. 

People came up to congratulate Eric and welcome him to 
Morley. David didn’t move from the architect’s side. He 
staked his claim in the most obvious way he could. He’d 
never been this possessive this quickly with any of his other 
boyfriends. David didn’t want to scare Eric away, but it was 
impossible not to make his claim on the man public. 

After the crowd thinned, he drew Eric away toward the 
truck. It was time to take him home. 


“David.” 

He frowned when Teresa yelled. He didn’t want to stay 
any longer, but couldn’t ignore his sister. 

“What?” He turned to watch Teresa and Jeff make their 
way over to them. 

“We're taking advantage of having a babysitter and 
going out to dinner. Do you and Eric want to join us?” Teresa 
smiled at Eric. 

He looked at Eric and saw the faint tremor in the man’s 
hand as Eric brushed a lock of hair out of those blue eyes. 
He knew Eric would go if David said yes, but David wanted 
to go back to Eric’s house and hold the smaller man until he 
relaxed. 

“Sorry, sis. I’m still pretty whipped from last night. | think 
l'm going to head home and go to bed early.” He kissed her 
cheek. “Great job, Jeff. Your opera house was a brilliant 
idea.” He shook his brother-in-law’s hand. 

“Especially since you know the architect,” Jeff laughed. 

“Well, you did manage to hire a hot one.” He winked at 
Eric. 

Eric blushed. “Good-bye, Teresa. Jeff, it was nice to finally 
meet you.” 

“Same here. | can’t wait to see the final drawings.” 

David held the truck door open for Eric, making sure Eric 
was in before shutting the door and walking around to the 
driver’s side and settling behind the wheel. Turning to face 
the other man, he stroked a thumb over Eric’s cheek. “How 
are you doing?” 

“Good.” Eric gave him an anxious look. “If you want to 
have dinner with your sister, you can drop me off at home.” 

“No. | want to go home with you and play with my dog.” 
He leaned over and kissed Eric gently. “And maybe snuggle 
with you on the couch.” 

Eric gave a weak laugh. “I can do that.” 

“Let’s go.” 

He started the truck and they drove away, making their 
way to Eric’s house. 


* 


He frowned. Where are they going? Eric hadn’t invited 
the firefighter to his home, had he? That wasn’t good. He 
didn’t want the man spending the night or another minute 
with Eric. 

This situation called for another present, but he wasn’t 
ready for it. It was too soon after the last one. He needed to 
plan, to think out where he was going and what would have 
the most meaning for Eric. 

Panic made his hands shake. If he didn’t do something, 
Eric would give his body to that man. He’ll be defiled just as 
he had been by the accountant all those years ago. The fire 
had purified Eric. Had cleansed all scent and taste of Eric’s 
old lover from Eric’s body. He didn’t want to waste the 
perfection of his flames on purging Eric of another man’s 
touch. 

Throwing the car into drive, he eased out of the parking 
lot. He couldn’t afford to get caught. He still had so much to 
do before he could approach Eric with his love. Yet he 
couldn’t let that coarse thug of a man take his precious love. 

Maybe he needed to leave his present closer to home. He 
had to do something to make Eric realize the firefighter 
wasn’t the right man. That someone who could appreciate 
Eric’s true nature was out there waiting for him. But what 
would be the best present? 

He drove past the couple he’d heard talking to Eric and 
that man. They were going out to dinner because they had a 
babysitter. Ah... that might be right. What was the man’s 
name? 

Jeff Triscu. He would look up the address and see if there 
was anything there he could use. It had to be a marvelous 
gift for Eric, but also it had to draw the firefighter away 
before anything else could happen besides a kiss or two. 

Speeding up, he drove to his apartment. He had supplies 
for whatever he decided to do. It was time to warn the 
firefighter. Eric is mine and always has been. 


Chapter Five 


Eric stepped from the bathroom, toweling his hair dry, 
another towel wrapped around his hips. Tossing the wet 
towel in the hamper, he grabbed a bottle of lotion and 
headed for the bedroom. Raoul greeted him in the hallway. 
He knelt and scratched behind the dog’s big ears. 

“Did you have a good walk, little man?” 

Raoul barked and wagged his tail, making the little dog’s 
entire body shake. David’s sharp intake of breath alerted 
Eric to his presence. Closing his eyes, Eric steadied his 
racing pulse. Every instinct in him shouted to run, to cover 
the scars marring his body, but another quieter voice said 
he had to stop running. He had to give David a chance. 

Eric had spent the past three years healing not only his 
body, but his mind as well. It was time to risk rejection, if 
only so he could move on and not let what happened in the 
past rule his future. He stood slowly and straightened his 
shoulders, steeling himself for David’s reaction. His chest 
was far worse than his back. 

He jumped when fingers stroked over the deepest scar on 
his back. It ran from shoulder to shoulder, jagged and 
raised. The doctors couldn’t do anything about making it 
look neater. It wasn’t a burn scar. When he’d fallen, 
overcome by smoke and hit by a burning ceiling beam, he’d 
landed on the splintered edge of a cross. The wood gouged 
a deep wound into his back. Eric had been pinned to the 
cross by the ceiling beam. The firefighters who rescued him 
told him he’d been lucky the cross hadn’t severed his spinal 
cord. At the time, he’d considered himself very unlucky to 
have lived through all of it. 

“What happened?” David’s words caused Eric to shiver as 
David’s breath washed his skin right before he brushed a 
soft kiss over the scar. 


“Got it in a fire about three years ago,” he managed to 
say, breathless from the sensations washing over him. 

David’s body heat engulfed Eric as the firefighter stepped 
closer. “That isn’t a burn scar.” 

He shook his head. “No. That’s from the cross | landed on 
when the church’s ceiling beam fell on me.” He steeled 
himself and turned. “These are burn scars.” 

Eric met David’s gaze, needing to see whatever emotion 
played in David’s eyes. He was surprised when admiration 
and sympathy flared in those hazel eyes. 

“Shit. Those are some serious scars. How far do they 
go?” 

Eric gestured down to his feet. “I was burnt from head to 
toe, basically. | was lucky the burns to my face weren’t as 
extensive, so the surgeon could fix those. | actually ended 
up looking better than | did before the fire.” 

Taking David’s hand, Eric led him into the bedroom. He 
shut the door, making sure Raoul and Sadie were in the 
hallway. He didn’t know if he could do anything with the 
dogs staring at them. He gestured to the bed. 

“Sit.” 

David didn’t say anything, simply sat. Eric moved to 
stand in front of him and took another deep breath. It was 
now or never. David hadn’t run when he’d seen Eric’s chest. 
He doubted the man would be put off by the rest of the 
scars. He tugged off the towel. 

“Fuck. You are beautiful.” David’s hot gaze devoured his 
body. 

Eric blushed. Of all the words he’d expected to hear, 
beautiful wasn’t one of them. He didn’t know what to do 
with his hands. He clasped them together in front of his 
waist. Smiling, David stood and took Eric’s hands in his, 
drawing him closer. 

“Am | the first person you’ve shown your scars to?” 

He nodded. “I’ve had sex since the fire. People will do 
anything if you pay them enough.” He shrugged and stared 


at David’s chest. “You’re the first one I’ve shown that 
mattered.” 

“I’m honored.” David brought their bodies tighter 
together. 

Eric tensed, waiting for the first brush of fabric over his 
skin. The deepest scars didn’t hurt at all. The nerve endings 
had been destroyed by the flames and the treatment in the 
hospital. The shallow scars had damaged nerves that could 
shoot pain through him if they were overloaded. 

The gentle caress of rough fingertips along the small of 
his back made him moan and he relaxed. There would be 
pain, but he could endure it if touches like that were the 
reward. David took his lips in a demanding kiss and Eric 
knew it was time to take that final step. 

David broke off the kiss and pulled a few inches away, 
staring down into Eric’s eyes. Rubbing a thumb over Eric’s 
bottom lip, David smiled. 

“Are you ready for this?” 

Eric swallowed and nodded. “Yes, but | have to warn you. 
My scars are still sensitive. If there’s too much sensation, 
it’ll hurt and | might pull away from you.” He dropped his 
gaze for a moment. “When | do that, please don’t think | 
want you to stop.” 

“I'll be careful with you. At any time, if it gets too much, 
tell me and l'Il back off. Hurting you isn’t something | would 
ever do.” 

Stepping further away, David stripped and soon stood 
before Eric, naked and at Eric’s mercy. He knew David was 
holding back, letting him assume the role of dominant for 
two reasons...because he was afraid of hurting him, and 
because it’d been so long since he’d been with someone. 
The gesture warmed his heart, even as he readied himself 
to take full advantage of it. 

Eric stroked light fingers over his chest, stopping to pluck 
at his nipples, causing the older man to shiver. A moan 
escaped David’s throat and he arched his back, encouraging 
Eric’s touch. 


Wrapping a hand around the back of David’s head, he 
drew them closer, inch by inch, until they were barely 
touching. Eric brushed kiss after kiss over David's lips while 
encircling his waist with his free arm. He traced the length 
of David’s spine, investigating each bump and dip. With a 
light caress, he stroked his fingertips over the soft skin at 
the top of David's ass. 

“Oh,” David groaned, his hands grasping Eric’s hips. 

“Is this all right?” Eric ran his fingers down the crease of 
David’s ass, rubbing his puckered hole before moving lower 
to the skin behind David’s balls. 

“Yes. It’s just been a while.” David’s eyes widened and he 
shuddered. 

Eric kissed along David’s jaw to the sensitive spot behind 
his ear and sucked on the tender flesh. He kept sliding his 
fingers over David’s opening while gripping their cocks 
together in his other hand. 

Pre-cum leaked from each slit and he used the liquid to 
ease the friction as he pumped. He swallowed David’s 
breath as the bigger man cried out. He thrust his tongue in 
and stroked the roof of David’s mouth and allowed David to 
take the kiss deeper. 

Gripping David’s hips, he encouraged his lover to move. 
He nibbled and sucked down the span of his throat to lick at 
the dusky brown nipples. There were small scars scattered 
around the top of David’s chest leading to the hard little 
nubs. Eric assumed the scars came from David’s own 
brushes with fire. 

“Eric,” David moaned, hips snapping back and forth. 
“Soon.” 

“I know. Come with me.” Eric’s own climax exploded 
through him. 

His balls tightened and he gripped their cocks firmly, 
pumping hard and fast. He threw his head back, coming 
hard. More wet heat spilled over his hand and David’s hand 
dug into his ass cheeks. 

“Eric,” David cried. 


He kept stroking until their cocks softened, pressing wet 
kisses on David’s shoulder as David rested his chin on top of 
Eric’s head and their heartbeats slowly calmed. 

“Let’s take a nap.” He moved them to the bed. 

He helped David lie down, then went to the bathroom to 
grab a washcloth to clean them both up. After washing them 
off, he tossed the cloth back towards the bathroom. Sliding 
under the covers, Eric snuggled close to David and kissed 
the nape of David’s neck. 

“Thank you,” Eric whispered. 

“You're welcome. We'll take it slow. We’ve got all the time 
in the world,” he sighed and smiled. 


* OOK OOK OK 


A shrill ring woke Eric. He glanced around and almost fell 
out of bed when David mumbled something next to him. It 
had been a long time since he’d shared his bed with 
anyone. Rolling on to his back, he watched David climb out 
from under the covers to dig through the pile of clothes 
they’d left on the floor. A quick check of the clock and he 
saw it had been two hours since they’d crawled into bed. 

He admired David’s tight ass as the firefighter bent over 
to find the ringing phone. He fought the urge to reach out 
and pinch it. David pulled the phone out, straightening to sit 
on the bed. 

“Browdie,” David growled. 

Eric knew it was bad news by the way David's golden 
Skin went pale. 

“Shit. l'Il be right there, Cap.” David hung up and started 
tugging on his clothes. 

“Another fire?” Eric left the bed, dressing in a pair of linen 
pants and a cotton t-shirt. 

“Yes. At Teresa’s.” David left his shirt unbuttoned as he 
opened the bedroom door and headed downstairs. 

“Are they okay?” Eric followed. 

“Yeah, | have to check on my nephew. Teresa and Jeff are 
on their way home, but they went into the city, so it'll be a 


while.” David slipped his shoes on. 

The dogs sat, watching both of them carefully. Eric 
handed David his jacket. 

“Do you want me to watch Sadie for you?” 

David shook his head. “No. l'Il take her with me. Timmy 
loves Sadie and it might help take his mind off the fire until 
his parents get home.” 

Eric snapped Sadie’s leash to the greyhound’s collar, 
holding it out to David as the man went past. He leaned on 
the door frame and watched David load Sadie into the truck. 
Raoul sat at his feet, whining slightly. Bending, he rubbed 
Raoul’s ears, comforting his pet. Footsteps racing up the 
walk made him straighten. 

David took his face in his rough hands and gave him a 
quick, hard kiss. Pulling back, David smiled. “I didn’t want 
the day to end quite so fast.” 

He caressed David’s cheek. “We have time. Your family’s 
more important at the moment. Call me later when you get 
a chance.” 

Another quick kiss and David ran back to his truck. Eric 
waved once and went back inside. He sank onto the couch 
with a sigh. Raoul jumped up on his lap and pawed at his 
shirt. He hugged the little Papillion. 

“What should we do now?” He glanced at the designs 
waiting for him to work on. There was no way he’d be able 
to focus on the opera house at the moment. He set Raoul 
back down. “I’m going to change, and we'll go to the dog 
park. Maybe it'll give us something else to think about.” 

Raoul yipped and streaked over to where his leash hung. 
Eric changed and they left the house, heading towards the 
park. Eric didn’t want to think about David or what kind of 
relationship they might end up having. For the first time in 
months, he was relaxed and happy, with the possibility of a 
new life and new friends making the day brighter. He 
laughed as Raoul jumped and danced around him. 

* 


It worked. The fire wasn’t meant to destroy, merely to 
frighten and to get that intruder away from Eric. He stood 
across the street and watched Browdie tear away from Eric’s 
house, going to rescue his nephew and that silly babysitter. 
He grimaced, remembering her shrill shrieks and sobs. 

A few minutes later, Eric left the house as well, walking 
that annoying creature towards the park. He smiled. It would 
give him a few minutes to look around and become familiar 
with Eric’s new house. He hadn’t been able to do it while the 
dog was there. Its bark was too loud to not be noticed by 
the neighbors. 

He waited until Eric disappeared around the corner 
before making his way across the street and behind the 
house. He went to the back door and pushed the button, 
opening the door. He’d happened to be wandering around in 
the alley when he saw Raoul do that little trick. Useful not 
only for the dog, but for him as well; didn’t have to worry 
about breaking and entering this way. 

He searched the house quickly. He wouldn’t spend a 
great deal of time there at first. This was a recon mission to 
find where Eric’s bedroom was. He looked at the designs for 
the opera house. It would be beautiful when Eric was done 
with it, but that didn’t surprise him. Eric was a talented 
architect. 

Eric’s bedroom was upstairs. He looked through the 
closets and the dresser, touching the fine fabrics. He 
wrinkled his nose. It smelled like sex. H-m-m-m ... maybe 
the fire was a little too late. It would seem Eric and Browdie 
might have become more intimate than he wanted. He 
thought about it and shrugged. There was nothing he could 
do about that. When it was time and he had Eric, he’d have 
to purify him before their relationship could advance. 

He glanced at his watch. He had to go. Not knowing how 
long Eric would be gone, he didn’t want to get caught. He 
Snatched a blue shirt from a chair and left. A trophy until he 
could have its owner. 


Chapter Six 


David walked out of the captain’s office, stopping to lean 
against the wall and scrub his hands over his face. He’d 
stayed with Timmy at the neighbor’s house until his sister 
returned. When they were reunited, he returned to the fire 
scene. Thank God, it was a small fire contained to the sun 
porch off the kitchen. The babysitter had spotted it before 
the fire could gain a foothold into the actual house. 

After checking the scene out and talking to his captain, 
David had the oddest feeling the arsonist was targeting him. 
Maybe since he’d been the face on TV instead of the 
department spokesman, and the arsonist had become 
fixated on him. He’d have to talk to Teresa and Jeff, tell them 
to be careful until they caught this guy. 

“Hey Browdie,” one of the guys yelled from the front 
office. 

“What?” He pushed off the wall and walked into the other 
room. 

“Some guy came in and dropped this off for you.” Ralston 
pointed to two baskets on the counter. “Don’t know what’s 
in it, but it smells good.” 

“Some guy? What did he look like?” David figured he 
knew who it was, but with the Cap’s warning still ringing in 
his ear, he had to be cautious. 

“Short. Thin. Long brown hair,” Ralston grinned. “Got a 
new boyfriend, Browdie?” 

David laughed. “Would you be heartbroken if | said yes?” 

Ralston punched his arm as the other firefighter went by. 
“Not really. | like tits and legs. You’ve got nice legs, but no 
tits.” 

“Thank goodness for that.” 

He opened the first basket and the mouthwatering aroma 
of spaghetti sauce and cheese wafted out. Pulling the glass 
dish out, he lifted the tin foil off the top and saw it was 


lasagna. He picked it up carefully and carried it into the 
station kitchen. 

“You start dinner yet?” he asked Ralston. 

“No. Damn, I hate it when it’s my night to cook.” Ralston 
frowned. 

“It’s your lucky night. My new boyfriend brought me 
Supper and I’m willing to share it with everyone.” He set it 
on the table where the other guys gathered. 

Ralston leaned in, breathing deep. “Hell, if it tastes as 
good as it smells, | just might reconsider dating guys.” 

“You'll have to find another cook, Ralston. This one’s 
taken.” 

Everyone chuckled and silence fell as they scooped out 
the lasagna. He brought the other basket in, which yielded 
two loaves of garlic bread and two apple pies for dessert. As 
the pie disappeared, they settled back with coffee and 
chatted amongst themselves. 

David looked around and realized he was lucky to work 
with this group of men. While some of them didn’t 
understand why David liked guys, they didn’t bug him about 
it. They were willing to live and let live as long as he didn’t 
rub their noses in it. For the most part, he didn’t. It was easy 
when he didn’t have a boyfriend to talk about. He glanced 
over at the baskets sitting on the kitchen counter. Things 
might be changing in that respect. 


* OK OOK OK 


Eric rolled over, staring at the clock. The alarm wasn’t 
going off. What had awakened him? The shrill ring of the 
phone caused him to jump. He reached for the receiver and 
pushed up to lean against the headboard. 

“Hello.” 

“Sorry to call you so late, Eric.” David sounded tired. 

“Oh, it’s okay. | haven’t been asleep long.” 

Raoul barked from the floor and he lifted the dog off the 
floor onto the bed with him. 

“I just got home from the station.” David grunted softly. 


“Did you get the dinner | left for you?” His cheeks 
warmed. Why was he blushing? 

“Yes. | thank you and the guys at the station thank you as 
well. This way we didn’t have to eat Ralston’s cooking.” 
David chuckled. “I do appreciate you bringing it down there 
for me.” 

Eric snuggled with Raoul. “No big deal. | knew you'd be 
busy with the fire and your sister. | didn’t want you to miss 
out on dinner.” 

“Are you taking care of me?” A teasing tone came into 
David’s voice. 

“I’m a bit of a mother hen when it comes to people | 
like,” Eric admitted. 

Another grunt came over the phone and rustling like 
David was moving something. “I’m glad to know you like me 
and it’s just not my dog you’re chasing after.” 

“Sadie can’t do what you did earlier.” 

“God, no | think that’s illegal and wrong on so many 
levels.” 

He thought about what he’d said and burst out laughing. 
“| didn’t mean that, you perv.” 

David’s laughter joined his and warmth spread through 
Eric’s body. It had been a while since he wanted to laugh. It 
had been even longer since he had someone to laugh with 
him. 

“How’s your sister and her family?” he asked after the 
mirth died down. 

“Good. Slightly shaken, but no one was hurt and there 
wasn’t a ton of damage.” 

“Do they know what started it?” 

“They’re not sure yet.” 

There was a hesitation in David’s voice that made Eric 
uneasy. 

“Do you think it was deliberate?” He shivered, memories 
threatening to burst free of the cage he’d put them in. 

“Cap told me there might be a chance it was the arsonist 
who started all the other fires we’ve been fighting the past 


couple of months. He thinks my appearance on TV might 
have focused the creep’s attention on me.” A hint of anger 
simmered in David’s words. 

“What do you think?” Eric knew firefighting was a 
dangerous profession, but he’d never thought the danger 
could come from a deranged person instead of flames. 

“Don’t know. | guess it’s possible. If he’s going after 
Teresa, he must be scared.” David sighed. “Will you do mea 
favor?” 

“Sure. Anything.” He meant it. 

“Be careful. There’s no reason to believe this freak will 
come after you, but | don’t want to risk it. You’re too 
important to me to lose before | even found you.” 

The caring evident in David’s voice touched Eric deep in 
his chest, making him dream that for the first time in three 
years, everything might be okay. 

“| promise to do my best,” he whispered. 

“That’s all | can ask.” 

Eric glanced at the clock. “Unfortunately, | have an early 
morning appointment tomorrow.” 

“I'll let you go.” David seemed reluctant to hang up. 

“Oh, | meant to ask you. Did you grab my blue dress shirt 
by accident when you left this evening?” Eric frowned. 

“No. Why?” 

“I must have misplaced it. Strange. I’m a neat freak and 
usually hang my clothes up as soon as possible, but | can’t 
find that shirt anywhere. Darn. It was my favorite.” He 
wondered where it might have gone. 

“I'll help you look for it tomorrow.” David’s voice 
softened. “Sweet dreams, Eric.” 

“You too. l'Il call you when | get done with my 
appointment.” 

Eric hung up the phone and laid it back on the 
nightstand. Rolling over on to his back, he stared up at the 
ceiling. Raoul climbed on his chest and licked his chin. 

He smiled. The shirt didn’t matter. What mattered was he 
had his dog to keep him company and a man who had the 


potential of being far more than simply a friend. 

Later that night, Eric shot up in bed with a gasp. Raoul 
whined from the pillow where he’d been sleeping. What had 
awakened him this time? It wasn’t the clock or the phone. 

Dark shadows danced across the wall. He shivered. He’d 
forgotten to leave a light on in the bathroom. He’d learned 
to sleep without the lights on, but some nights were harder 
than others to let go of his fear. 

He turned the lamp on beside the bed and scrubbed a 
hand over his face. It had to be all the fires going on around 
town, hitting closer to home than he was used to. His 
therapist told him he could expect moments like this, where 
the terror would run high and he couldn’t sleep. 

Climbing out of bed, he helped Raoul down before he got 
dressed. He wasn’t going to fall back to sleep anytime soon. 
He might as well go downstairs and work on the opera 
house designs. 

They made their way down to the kitchen, where he 
turned on the coffee pot and poured out some food for 
Raoul. Eric stood, staring out of the window over the kitchen 
sink. 

All he saw in the dark glass was his reflection, yet Eric 
couldn’t shake the feeling someone was standing in his 
backyard watching him. He made a mental note to buy 
shades for all the windows. It might be paranoia, but it 
would drive him crazy until he made sure no one could see 
into his house. 

Eric poured a cup of coffee and shut off the kitchen light 
as he made his way to his study where there weren’t any 
windows. He settled at his drawing board, set his cup down 
and picked up a pencil. Raoul curled up in one of the chairs 
in front of the fireplace. His little friend was used to nights 
like this. 

x 

Satisfaction raced through his veins. He stood under the 
branches of the large oak in Eric’s back yard. The shadows 
were deep enough that he knew Eric couldn’t see him. But 


Eric had felt him. He knew it by the frown marring Eric’s 
perfect face. 

He’d caused Eric’s sleepless night, not that muscle-bound 
firefighter. The fire at the sister’s house had achieved his 
goal. The firefighter wasn’t staying at Eric’s. 

The light went out and he sighed. Eric would be working 
in his study and there was no way to spy on him there. 
Sweat beaded his top lip. His hands shook. The fire earlier 
today wasn’t enough to feed the demon inside. The heat 
built inside him. 

It had always been this way. The need would build and 
build until he was in agony. Until he had no choice but to 
feed the demon what it wanted most: fire and flames, ash 
and smoke. 

When he was younger, he’d thought being a firefighter 
would ease his inner desires, but it hadn’t. It drove him to 
the edge of insanity. The demon wanted fire to burn. It 
didn’t want him to put it out. It had cost him his job and 
almost his life, but he came to terms with what lived in him. 

He found joy watching the insidious being called fire 
consume anything and everything in its path. It was better 
than sex for him. He’d creamed his jeans so many times 
while admiring his handiwork as it destroyed buildings and 
objects. 

Sharing his joy with Eric would be the ultimate high and 
the time would soon be here when he gave his love the 
ultimate gift. 


Chapter Seven 


David turned off the truck and looked at Sadie sitting in 
the back seat of the cab. The greyhound stared at him, 
glanced over at Eric’s and whined. David laughed. 

“I know how you feel, Sadie girl. Let’s go see our guys.” 

He opened the door and extricated Sadie. Walking to the 
house, he smiled as Eric and Raoul stepped onto the porch. 
Raoul raced down the steps to greet him, jumping and 
yipping. David patted the Papillion and waited for Eric to 
stand up after greeting Sadie. 

Reaching out, he slid his hand into the silky hair at the 
nape of Eric’s neck and urged the man closer. Their lips met 
in a gentle ‘good morning’ kiss. He rested his free hand at 
the small of Eric’s back, savoring the way Eric sighed at his 
touch. 

When the need to take the kiss deeper and crush Eric to 
him grew almost too strong, David broke contact and 
stepped back. Eric’s pale skin was flushed and his eyes 
burned with desire. David rubbed his thumb over Eric’s 
bottom lip before dropping his hand to his side. 

“Didn’t want to give your neighbors a show.” 

He laughed when Eric blushed even more and shot a look 
around. 

“You're right. Probably not a good welcome to the 
neighborhood.” Eric snapped his fingers at Raoul. “Come on, 
boy. | know you’ve been missing Sadie.” 

He escorted Eric and Raoul to his truck. His gaze kept 
dropping to check out Eric’s denim-covered ass. Holding 
open the door, he couldn’t resist pinching that firm butt as 
Eric climbed in. Eric squeaked and glared over his shoulder 
at David. 

David winked and shut the door after the dogs jumped in. 
He sat behind the wheel and grinned at Eric. “Ready for our 
picnic?” 


Eric nodded. Relaxing against the seat, he said, “I’m 
ready for this. This week has been stressful.” 

He agreed. It had been a week since he’d seen Eric. 
Between his schedule at the fire station and Eric’s work, 
they hadn’t been able to meet for dinner or even take the 
dogs to the park. The only consolation was that they talked 
every night on the phone, trading family stories and secrets. 
David found that as much as he wanted to take Eric to bed, 
he simply enjoyed talking to the man. 

They had so many things in common, but enough 
differences to make the relationship intriguing. The only 
thing Eric hadn’t talked about was the incident that had left 
him so scarred. David didn’t push for the story. He 
understood Eric’s reluctance to share such a personal 
memory with a man he’d met recently. David could wait for 
Eric’s trust to be strong enough to share with him. 

“Where are we going?” Eric reached over and rested his 
hand on David’s thigh. 

“There’s a small park on the outskirts of Morley. It’s got 
enough room for the dogs to run around. It’s off the road a 
ways, so most people forget it’s there. | thought it would be 
nice to hang out in.” He glanced over at Eric. “I don’t want 
my time with you interrupted by people.” 

“I see you still have your beeper with you.” Eric nodded 
to the black pager clipped to his belt. 

“Unfortunately, | can’t be without it, at least not at the 
moment. We haven’t had any fires for a week, but that 
doesn’t mean the arsonist has stopped.” He didn’t want to 
talk about fires. Not today. 

“It’s building.” Eric’s words were quiet. 

“What’s building?” David pulled into the parking lot and 
shut the truck off. He turned in his seat, his elbow on the 
steering wheel. 

“His need and desire to see something burn.” Eric ducked 
his head, his dark hair covering his face. 

David tucked some of that beautiful dark hair behind 
Eric’s ear so he could see the man’s face. “How do you 


know?” 

“The fire that caused my injuries was started by an 
arsonist. While | was recovering, | needed something to take 
my mind off the pain. At times, during the healing process, | 
would hurt so badly and | wanted to understand what would 
make someone burn things.” Eric shrugged. “I needed to 
know why he would start a fire in a church when people 
were inside.” 

A shudder wracked Eric’s body and David knew it was 
time to change the subject. 

“Come on. Let the dogs out and l'Il grab the food.” 

He climbed out, noticing a black sedan at the other end 
of the parking lot, but no one appeared to be in it and he 
pushed it to the back of his mind. This day was for him and 
Eric. He wouldn’t allow anything fire-related to enter in. 

* 


Eric settled into the space between David's legs. David 
leaned against a tree and provided the perfect object to rest 
against for Eric. Muscled arms wrapped around Eric’s waist 
and he laid his head on David’s chest. He listened to the 
steady beat of David’s heart. The thumping reassured him. 

He didn’t tense when David’s hands made their way 
under his shirt to stroke along his skin. The touch was soft 
enough not to bother his scars, though lately Eric hadn’t 
been in as much pain. The doctors had told him that, as the 
years went by, his nerves would heal to the point where he 
wouldn’t be in pain all the time. 

“Is this okay?” David’s question brushed over his ear. 

He nodded. “Perfect.” 

The dogs chased each other around the park. They 
jumped and rolled, barking and growling. Eric laughed when 
Raoul dragged over a stick that was bigger than the dog. He 
grabbed it and broke it in half before throwing it as far as he 
could without getting up. Raoul and Sadie chased after it. 

“How long have you had Raoul?” David stroked a rough 
hand over Eric’s arm. 


Eric shivered. The cotton fabric of his shirt caressed his 
skin and the sensation zinged through him. He thought 
about David’s question. “About two years. My friend, Tina, 
gave him to me shortly after | was released from the 
hospital. She said looking after Raoul would give me 
something else to focus on. He’s been good therapy. We go 
for walks every day. He makes sure | don’t become a 
hermit.” 

“| got Sadie for the same reason. My job is so crazy. | 
could go days without getting outside to enjoy what the 
world looks like. I’ve been lucky. Teresa takes her when I’m 
working several days in a row. Timmy likes playing with her.” 
David nuzzled into Eric’s hair. 

“I always wanted a dog, but I'd lived in apartments 
before now, so | didn’t want to leave a dog cooped up in 
there while | was working. Right before my injuries, | was 
going to buy a house and was considering getting a pet. My 
lover at the time didn’t mind dogs. We were going out to 
look at potential pets at the humane society the day of the 
fire.” 

Eric waited for the tension to return when he mentioned 
the fire, but being in David’s arms made him feel safe. 
Maybe he could talk about it without having a panic attack. 

“Your lover? You're not still together, because | can’t see 
anyone letting you go once they had you.” David pressed a 
kiss on the sensitive spot behind Eric’s ear. 

Eric turned to wrap his arms around David and buried his 
face in the crook where David’s neck and shoulder met. “No. 
He died in the fire.” 

Their embrace tightened as David held him close for a 
few minutes, whispering ”sorry” over and over. Tears pricked 
Eric’s eyes. When he'd finally been free of the drugs the 
doctors had pumped into him to numb the pain, Eric had 
cried for days. He’d loved Winston and had been ready to be 
with him forever, but fate had stepped in and taken Win 
away. 


“We attended Mass. Winston was Catholic and loved the 
rituals of the Church. | went because it made him happy. He 
wanted to talk to the priest after the service. Father Mitchell 
was a good man.” Eric sighed, closing his eyes and snuggled 
closer to David’s warmth. “I stayed in the sanctuary and 
drew. | took my sketch pad with me everywhere in those 
days. | loved the stained glass windows in the church. | was 
trying to draw them. | didn’t notice the smoke or anything 
until it was too late for Winston and Father Mitchell.” 

David began to rock him, holding him securely in 
unwavering arms. Eric realized David knew what happened 
to the other two men. Being a firefighter, David had 
probably seen burn victims and fatalities before. 

“| stood up.” Eric shrugged. “I’m not sure what | was 
going to do. The fire was fully engaged by that point and 
there was nothing | could do except leave. Or at least try 
to.” 

He shuddered, remembering the moment before his 
memory went blank. That was the worst part. He didn’t 
know if he had seen the arsonist or not. He’d heard him and 
that insanity-tinged voice haunted his nightmares. 

“Something hit me in the head and as | was falling, | 
heard a voice say ‘the fire will cleanse you of his touch.’ 
Then everything went black until | woke up. | don’t know 
how long | was unconscious. | just know the fire burning my 
clothes drove me from the darkness.” 

“Hush, Eric.” David smoothed his hands up and down 
Eric’s back. “No more.” 

He pulled back. “But | want to tell you.” 

David shook his head. “No more today. You can tell me 
the rest later.” 

Eric threaded his fingers in the short curls at the base of 
David’s neck and tugged the man to him. The kiss started 
out gentle, but soon morphed into a passionate demand. 
Eric wanted David to drive the memories of that day out of 
his head, to fill those dark spots with bright moments. 


Their tongues stroked and dueled as Eric twisted to 
straddle David’s lap. David’s large hands cupped Eric’s ass 
and squeezed. Eric rocked, pushing their groins together. His 
cock rubbed against fabric and a sound of frustration 
growled from his throat. He wanted more. 

Laughter rumbled in David’s chest as he fumbled with 
the button of Eric’s jeans. He sucked in his stomach to give 
David more room. He gasped into David’s mouth when the 
heat of his jeans was replaced by the even hotter grasp of 
David’s hand. 

David pumped and Eric arched his hips, throwing his 
head back. Nibbling along the long column of Eric’s throat, 
David encouraged him to move. 

“Come, baby,” David murmured against Eric’s skin. 

Eric held David’s shoulders tight as he fucked the 
callused hand holding his shaft. His body tingled all over 
with no thought for the fact they were out in a public park, 
doing something that could get them arrested. The only 
thought was to achieve his climax as fast as possible. 

David’s other hand slid around to push down the back of 
Eric’s jeans and tease the top of Eric’s crease. 

“Ah.” Eric couldn’t get his mouth to form any word. 

“I can smell you. Please, Eric. | want to see you come.” 

The words whispered hotly against the base of his throat 
drove him over the edge. His balls drew tight to his body as 
he emptied his cum over David’s hand. 

“David,” he groaned and collapsed onto the hard body 
beneath him. 

“Beautiful.” 

He drifted while David cleaned them off and tucked him 
back in his jeans. He was lifted off David’s lap and laid back 
on the blanket they’d been sitting on. Another blanket was 
draped over him. A kiss brushed his temple. 

“Sleep, baby.” 

His eyes closed and he sighed. His body relaxed and his 
mind was blank. No memories to haunt him. Replacing pain 
with pleasure seemed like the perfect plan. 


x 


This couldn’t be happening. He growled low in his throat. 
When the familiar truck turned into the lot at the park, he 
wondered what devil he managed to piss off. The one place 
he thought he had all to himself and who should show up 
but the man he loved and the bastard who was stealing him 
away. 

Last night he’d managed to calm the demon inside for a 
time. He could feel it pushing and tearing, trying to come 
out as he sank down in the trees lining the park. The 
creature inside him wanted Eric as well and didn’t like 
seeing another man touching him. 

Hissing, he moved closer. Browdie’s hands were on Eric. 
He gnashed his teeth together. No one should be touching 
Eric except him. No one should bring his love pleasure 
except him. The demon demanded cleansing. It ordered him 
to do something to stop Browdie from taking Eric away. 

Tucked behind some trees, he watched the big man lay 
Eric down on a blanket and cover him with another. Browdie 
went to play with the dogs. Eric murmured something and 
rolled over to face where he stood. 

Beautiful like an angel. He had done that. Before the fire, 
Eric had been handsome, pretty even, but not this ethereal 
beauty. It was his flames and his heat that turned Eric into 
this. He knew the rest of Eric’s body held scars from the fire, 
but it didn’t bother him. Those were his marks on Eric’s skin 
and there would be more when he was done purifying his 
love. 

He wanted to reach out and touch Eric’s dark hair, but he 
knew Browdie was keeping an eye on the sleeping man. He 
clenched his hands into fists to keep from reaching out. 

Burn. Flame. Fire. 

The monster inside of him chanted, pleading for the one 
thing it loved most of all. 

Browdie’s dog skidded to a stop beside the blanket where 
Eric lay. Its head tilted and he knew it had scented him. He 
eased away as the dog barked. 


Another warning had to be given. He circled around to 
where he could hide until they left. Settling against a tree, 
he closed his eyes and thought. The demon wanted fire and 
ash. He knew it couldn’t be that yet. He needed to be 
careful. Too many fires and someone would remember 
seeing something at one of them. Caution was the 
important thing at the moment. 

Eric’s stupid little dog barked and an idea entered his 
head. He could do it. It would be a warning Browdie might 
heed. The corners of his mouth tipped up and the demon 
seemed satisfied for now. 


Chapter Eight 


Eric frowned. Why was Raoul making so much noise 
outside? For all the complaining people did about little dogs 
yipping, Raoul hardly ever barked. Eric stood and moved 
through his study toward the back yard. He needed to stop 
his pet from waking David up. 

His lover had come over earlier that morning after 
working the late shift at the fire station. Eric tucked David in 
bed and decided to work from home the rest of the day. 

“Raoul, what’s wrong?” 

He stepped out into the yard and spotted both dogs 
scratching at something on the ground by the fence. 
Walking over there, he gagged at the smell. Burnt flesh. He 
picked a stick up and poked at the blob. 

There was no way he could tell what it used to be. He 
dropped the stick, grabbed the dogs’ collars and dragged 
them back into the house. He locked the back door so they 
couldn’t get back outside. Standing at the bottom of the 
stairs, he wondered what he should do. 

Sadie whined at him and he patted the dog’s head while 
he thought. Waking David was the only option. Eric headed 
to his bedroom where David was sprawled across the bed. 

Eric stood in the doorway and appreciated the sight of 
David’s golden skin on display. He lay on his back, one arm 
flung over his head and the other lying across his stomach. 
A small corner of the sheet afforded David some modesty, 
covering his groin. 

Defined chest and stomach muscles drew Eric’s 
attention. He sat on the mattress and didn’t resist the urge 
to touch. He ran a finger down from the base of David’s 
throat to where one dusky brown nipple tempted him. 
Circling it with his finger, he smiled at the sight of the little 
bit of flesh hardening. He scraped a fingernail across it and 
David shivered. 


“You keep that up, and you'll find yourself on your back.” 

He peeked to see David grinning at him. He laughed. 
“Sorry. You shouldn’t look so delicious.” 

Eric trailed his fingers down the groove leading from 
David’s chest to the dip of his belly button. David moaned 
and stretched. 

“Can't say I’ve ever been called delicious before, but if it 
keeps your hands on me, l'Il let you call me whatever you 
want.” 

Leaning forward, he teased David’s other nipple, 
alternating tongue and teeth. David slid one hand into his 
hair to cradle the back of his head. A little pressure was 
applied, letting him know David enjoyed what he was doing. 
Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of the sheet 
tenting over David’s groin. He slipped one hand under the 
sheet to play in the curls around the base of David’s cock. 

A whimper broke his concentration and he knew it didn’t 
come from either of the humans. Pulling away reluctantly, 
he turned to see both dogs staring at him. For some strange 
reason, he blushed. 

“Remind me to shut the door when we come in here. | 
don’t think | can do anything with them staring at us.” 

David roared with laughter as he sat up. He wrapped his 
arms around Eric’s waist, resting his chin on Eric’s shoulder 
as they stared back at their dogs. Eric sighed and relaxed 
back against David’s warm chest. 

“Were you hoping to get lucky or did you have another 
reason for waking me up?” 

Stiffening, he remembered the burnt blob out in the 
backyard. “I found something in the backyard and | didn’t 
know what to do with it.” 

“Okay. l'Il throw on some clothes and we'll check it out.” 

He suppressed his frustration. There’d be time for love 
play later. That gross thing needed to be taken care of so 
the dogs could go outside. He watched David pull out a pair 
of jeans and a long sleeved t-shirt from his bag. No 


underwear. He filed that piece of information in the back of 
his mind. It'd make it easier to undress David later. 

They went outside. David knelt down beside the 
blackened thing, prodding it with the same stick Eric had. 
Eric looked away. 

“Shit.” David stood and escorted Eric back inside. 

David flopped into one of the kitchen chairs, looking 
disgusted. He picked up his cell phone from the table where 
he’d tossed it when he finished breakfast before going up to 
bed. Eric puttered around, getting a cup of coffee ready for 
David and putting a kettle on for water. He had a feeling he 
was going to need some tea. 

“Hey Cap, we have a problem.” 

Eric wondered why David was calling his captain, but 
figured his lover would explain everything before too long. 

“Yeah, send the cops as well.” David touched his hand as 
Eric set the cup in front of him. “Here’s the address.” 

He braced his arms against the counter, waiting for the 
kettle to heat. Two arms embraced him and he felt David’s 
solid body close behind him. David nuzzled through his hair, 
kissing the nape of his neck. He shivered. That had always 
been a sensitive spot for him. 

“Cap and the cops are on their way.” 

“What is that?” He nodded towards the lump. 

“|I believe it used to be a cat. Someone burnt it and 
dumped it over your fence.” Anger colored David’s words. 

Eric gasped. “Who would do something like that?” 

“The same person who gets off lighting buildings on fire,” 
David sighed. “I’m sorry, Eric. | didn’t think he’d bother you, 
but | think this is a warning.” 

“Who wouldn’t bother me?” He turned in David’s arms 
and frowned. 

“The arsonist who has been starting all these fires; 
remember | told you, we think the fire at Teresa’s was set as 
a sort of ‘I’ve got my eye on you’ warning.” David rested his 
forehead on Eric’s. “Cap thinks the psycho has fixated on 
me because | was the person on TV.” 


Eric wasn’t surprised by the announcement. Serial 
arsonists were like serial killers. They tended to become 
obsessed. It didn’t matter if it was a person or an object. 
They stalked and terrorized until it came down to killing 
their object of obsession or being destroyed themselves. 

“That poor creature was a warning?” 

“Yes, but for what | don’t Know. We aren’t any closer to 
finding the creep. It’s not like we’re closing in on him.” 
David growled in frustration. 

Eric cupped the back of David’s head and brought the 
firefighter’s mouth to his. It was a kiss meant to soothe and 
calm. After a few seconds, he pulled away. 

“I'll make some more coffee.” He brushed a thumb over 
David’s bottom lip. “Don’t worry. You'll find him. He’s getting 
careless and he’ll do something to screw up.” 

“Did they ever find whoever started the fire you were 
caught in?” 

Eric shivered, cold dancing along his skin. “No. They had 
a few clues, but nothing that added up.” 

“H-m-m-m...” 

Whatever David was going to say was interrupted by the 
arrival of the police. Eric let his lover go and do his thing. 
He’d stay out of the way until David was free and then 
they’d do something to take David’s mind off the bastard 
who'd burn a helpless animal. He smiled to himself. He had 
the perfect idea of how to do that. 

Eric and David stood, watching the crime scene people 
pick up the dead cat and carry it out of the back yard. 
David’s captain came up beside them. 

“I don’t know if we should see this as a good sign or not.” 

David looked at Cap in surprise. “You're kidding, right?” 

“I guess it’s a good sign that we have his attention. Might 
mean he'll make a mistake. It’s not a good sign because 
he’s involved your friend.” 

They watched the police leave and made their way back 
inside. Eric poured coffee for David and his captain. His 
lover smiled his thanks as Eric set two cups of coffee on the 


table. Eric had given his statement earlier to one of the 
police officers. 

“I'll be working in my study if you need me.” Eric 
gestured towards his study. “I put a roast in the oven. 
There’s plenty if you’d like to stay for dinner, Captain.” 

Cap shook his head. “My wife was getting dinner started 
for me when Browdie called. Thank you though.” 

“Maybe you and your wife would like to join us for dinner 
sometime.” Eric brushed his hand over David’s shoulder as 
he left. 

Ten minutes later, David knocked on the door, pushing it 
open when Eric called out to him. 

“Eric, can | talk to you for a second?” 

He looked up from the drafting board. “Sure. Here or in 
the kitchen?” 

“Here’s fine.” 

Taking his hand, David led him to the couch and sat next 
to him. David struggled to say something. Eric had an idea 
he knew what David wanted to talk about and decided to 
speak first. 

“I’m not going to move in with you.” 

David gave him a surprised look. “How did you know | 
was going to suggest that?” 

“The look on your face told me | might not like what you 
had to say.” Eric laughed. “Believe me, it’s not that | 
wouldn’t be willing to stay at your place. | have all of my 
stuff here and it’d be a pain in the ass to move it all.” 

“We don’t know if he’ll come after you or if this was 
simply aimed towards me.” He held Eric’s hand, rubbing his 
thumb over the man’s knuckle. 

“I know and l'Il take care. | mostly work from home. When 
I’m here, l'Il make sure all the doors are locked, even 
Raoul’s door. If we go out, l'Il make sure to keep an eye out 
for anyone following me or looking particularly suspicious.” 
Eric leaned over and kissed him. “I’m not going to do 
anything stupid, David.” 


“I know.” David’s blush was adorable. “This might sound 
silly, considering we've only known each other for a short 
time, but | don’t want to lose you. We’re building something 
here and it means a lot to me.” 

Eric cupped his cheek and kissed him again. This time it 
went deeper and lasted longer. David buried his other hand 
in Eric’s soft hair, holding him close. A buzzing sound broke 
them apart. 

“The oven timer says the roast is done.” David's lips were 
swollen and the man’s golden skin was flushed. 

“Cap’s still here. l'Il tell him we’ll work something out that 
doesn’t involve uprooting you at the moment.” 

“Fine.” Eric winked at him. “Maybe we can pick up with 
the kiss after dinner.” 

David groaned and Eric saw the bulge in David’s jeans 
grow. “I think that can be arranged.” 


* OK OOK OK 


Eric bowed his head, letting the lukewarm water cascade 
around him. He made a mental note to schedule a massage. 
His old physical therapist had recommended someone in 
Morley. The tension from the day made his muscles tight 
and his scars ached. 

A knock sounded on the bathroom door. 

“Can | join you?” David’s voice came from the other side 
of the glass door. 

“I’m not sure you’d want to.” He reached to turn off the 
water. 

“Why not? Your scars don’t bother me, Eric.” Confusion 
rang in David’s tone. 

“I know that. The water isn’t very warm at the moment. | 
can’t do extreme temperatures anymore.” 

He slid the door open and found David standing there, 
holding a large bath towel. David’s eyes widened. Eric 
noticed it was desire burning in them, not pity or disgust. 
Without thinking, he stepped out and allowed David to wrap 
the towel around him. He waited to see if he would have to 


dry himself off. David caressed him through the towel. Soft 
fabric brushed over his skin gently. 

When David finished, his lover stood back and smiled at 
him. Eric leaned forward, pressing their lips together. He 
sucked on David’s bottom lip, encouraging David to step 
closer. David’s hands rested on Eric’s hips, not gripping, just 
touching him. He opened, allowing David’s tongue entrance. 
Eric ran his hands over David’s broad shoulders and through 
his short hair. He shivered as David stroked the sensitive 
roof of his mouth. Moaning, he moved, not stopping until he 
and David touched from chest to knee. It was a strange 
sensation, being naked and feeling the roughness of David's 
clothes against him. 

They broke apart just as Eric started getting lightheaded 
from lack of oxygen. David turned him and patted his ass. 

“Go lay down on the bed. What lotion do you want to 
use?” 

He shrugged. “I don’t care. What scent do you like?” 

“M-m-m ... my favorite scent is you freshly showered, but 
| think you with a hint of cinnamon would be nice.” David 
grabbed a bottle off the counter and followed Eric into the 
bedroom, undressing while Eric climbed on the bed. 

Stretching out on his stomach, he scrunched a pillow 
under his head and closed his eyes. 

“Beautiful.” Awe filled David’s voice. 

Eric smiled to himself. He knew he wasn’t beautiful, but it 
was nice to hear David say so. 

A light slap to his ass made him jerk. “None of that. If | 
say you're beautiful, you are. No doubt about it.” 

“Yes, sir.” He smirked. 

“Where should | start?” David seemed to be thinking 
aloud. 

Eric shuddered as David trailed a finger down his spine 
like a butterfly brushing its wings against his skin. “Oh,” he 
gasped. 

“Hush, baby, don’t worry, | won’t hurt you.” 


He looked over his shoulder to see David sitting down by 
his feet. The pop of the bottle sounded loud in the room. 
David squirted some into the palm of his hand and set the 
lotion on the sheet. He bit his lip as David rubbed his hands 
together, spreading the lotion and warming it. Cinnamon 
scented the air along with the scent of sex and need. 

Eric dropped his gaze to David’s groin, seeing David’s 
cock hard and thick, painting the man’s stomach with pre- 
cum. For some reason, he’d never thought of putting lotion 
on as a Sexual experience. Obviously it never happened with 
the right person. 

The moment David’s hands cupped his foot and 
massaged him with just the right amount of force, he 
dropped his head back down and groaned. His feet were 
ticklish, but David turned it into a caress. 

In seconds, Eric became lost in the feel of skin slipping 
and sliding over his scars. He absorbed David’s touch like a 
plant eager for water. David must have gotten clues from 
the way Eric’s muscles rolled and bunched because the man 
never applied too much pressure to any one spot or ignored 
the scars which needed lotion the most. 

David’s fingers dug deep into the muscles of Eric’s 
thighs, loosening them and reminding Eric how it felt to 
relax. He whimpered when David’s ass rested on his thighs. 
He arched his back, offering his ass to those wonderful 
hands for another light slap. 

“Not yet. I’m getting your back done and then we'll see 
what | can do for your ass.” David’s breath washed over 
Eric’s ear and his lover nibbled on his earlobe before sitting 
back up. 

“David,” he pleaded. He didn’t care about his back. He 
wanted those marvelous fingers on his ass, or in his ass, for 
that matter. 

“I’m trying to be good here, Eric. | know how tense this 
whole situation made you.” 

He heaved, catching David by surprise and dislodging 
him from his back. Eric flipped, glaring at David. “You know 


the best way to relax me?” 

A wicked grin appeared on David's face. “I think | know 
what you’re going to Say.” 

Eric placed his lips next to David’s ear. “Nailing me to the 
bed might work better than any massage you could give 
me.” 

“Shit.” David surged up, pushing Eric over on his back. 
He smiled down at Eric. “Here | was, trying to be considerate 
and romantic.” 

“Screw romantic. You can do that some other time.” Eric 
placed one hand on David's chest over his heart. The other 
he slid behind David’s head to bring the man’s face closer. 
“I want you in me, David. For the first time in three years, | 
care about the man in bed with me and if you don’t fuck me, 
| just might explode.” 

David’s eyes glittered and Eric knew he’d found the 
perfect words to convince David he didn’t need slow or 
gentle this time. He crushed their mouths together. David 
let him lead for a few minutes and then the firefighter took 
control. 

“Lube and condoms?” 

Eric blinked, clearing his head to think for a moment. 

“U-m-m-m ... in the bathroom. Left-hand drawer under 
the sink.” 

“Don’t move,” David ordered, climbing off the bed and 
rushing to the bathroom. 

“Like | would,” he shot back. 

David headed back into the room with the brand new box 
of condoms Eric had bought earlier that week and a 
battered tube of lube. Tearing open the box, he pulled one of 
the foil packets from the strip and set the box on the 
nightstand before tossing the items on the bed beside Eric. 

David sat down next to Eric and trailed a finger over the 
groove where Eric’s hip blended into his groin. Faint scars 
traced patterns over the pale skin. Eric shivered. 

“Does it hurt?” 


A quick shake of his head. “It’s been a while since 
anyone’s wanted to touch me.” 

“How could anyone stop from touching you?” David 
leaned down and brushed a kiss over Eric’s shoulder. “Next 
time, I’m going to touch you all over. Lick, kiss and suck 
every inch of your body until you come just from that 
alone.” 

A huge shudder wracked Eric and a rosy flush covered his 
pale skin. Eric wondered if he’d climax simply from David's 
touching him and not laying a hand on Eric’s cock. 

David lay on his stomach in between Eric’s legs, making 
himself comfortable. Eric reached down, hooked his hands 
behind his knees and pulled them back, exposing his balls 
and hole. David licked from right behind Eric’s balls over his 
hole to the top of Eric’s crease before blowing a puff of air to 
dry his saliva. 

“Fuck.” Eric jerked. He blushed at the crude words 
popping out of his mouth. It would seem the polite man he 
tried to be disappeared when he was getting fucked. 

David sucked on one of Eric’s balls while fumbling with 
the top of the lube. He switched balls as he squirted some 
slick on his fingers and tossed it to the side. He rubbed his 
finger over Eric’s hole, letting his lover know what he was 
about to do. 

“Please.” Eric’s voice was strained. 

David hummed and pressed the tip of the digit into Eric’s 
inner passage, not letting up, but not shoving. Eric rocked 
his hips, encouraging David to slide deeper. David thrust his 
finger in and out a few time before adding a second finger. 
While stretching the tight ring of muscle, he latched onto a 
patch of Eric’s inner thigh and marked him with a hickey on 
his pale skin. 

Eric pushed up on an elbow and watched David's fingers 
disappear into his ass. He looked into David’s brown eyes, 
seeing desperation and desire burning in them. He took 
three fingers easily. 

“David, now.” Need made his voice tremble. 


“Yes,” 

He frowned when David pulled his fingers out. His lover 
found the foil package and ripped it open, rolling the rubber 
on his cock. Eric grabbed the slick and squirted some lube 
into David’s hand and watched David spread it over his 
shaft. He moaned at the sight of David stroking himself. 
God, he was ready. 

Eric’s legs went over David's forearms and he rolled his 
hips, impaling his ass on David’s cock an inch at a time even 
though he wanted David to slam deep with the first thrust. 

“Oh.” He exhaled and relaxed. 

David’s prick slid in like it was cutting through butter and 
buried deep inside Eric’s inner channel. They froze, savoring 
the feeling of being connected. Tilting his hips, Eric signaled 
to David that he could move. 

“It won't be long this time,” David gritted between 
clenched teeth as he eased out and slammed back in. 

“Just do me,” Eric demanded. 

He stretched out, bracing his hands on the wall above his 
head and pushed back. With Eric’s permission, David let go 
and started reaming Eric’s ass. David managed to get one 
hand free to pump Eric’s cock in time with his own 
movements, making sure to nail Eric’s gland with each 
down-stroke. 

“Shit.” Eric’s back bowed and heat spilled over his 
stomach as he came. 

David’s eyes almost crossed as Eric’s muscles clamped 
down on his shaft, milking it with each spasm. Pain and 
pleasure mixed to drive him over the edge on the heels of 
Eric’s climax. 

“Eric,” David whispered, filling the condom with cum. 

One more full-body shudder and David collapsed on top 
of him. Their sweat-coated bodies sealed together and were 
made ever stickier mixed with his cum. He wrapped his 
arms around David's broad shoulders and caressed his 
overheated skin. Their racing pulses slowed to match in a 


steady pace. David rolled to the side, easing the pressure on 
Eric’s scars. 

David murmured as Eric climbed out of bed, but didn’t 
open his eyes. He cleaned his partner up, got rid of the 
condom and washed his own body before slipping back to 
cuddle with his lover. He buried his nose in the crook of 
David’s neck and rested his hand on one solid hip. 

“Next time can be slow,” he promised. 

“As long as there is a next time, | don’t care how it 
happens.” 

A smile broke over Eric’s face as he drifted asleep. Oh 
there would definitely be a next time. 


x OK OOK OK 


Scratching at the door and two distinct whines woke Eric 
up. He rolled over to check the alarm clock, coming face-to- 
face with David. He blinked a few times, trying to get the 
Sleep fog out of his mind. Shifting onto his side, his body 
ached and he remembered. 

Sex, hot and fast, like he wanted, even though David 
would have taken his time. Eric hadn’t been interested in 
Slow for their first time. Of course, he wouldn’t object if it 
happened the next time they had sex. 

A soft bark caused David to frown and murmur. Eric 
smiled when David reached out, wrapped an arm around his 
waist and pulled him tight to him. 

“Why are they making noise?” David’s warm breath 
danced over Eric’s shoulder. 

“| locked the back door. Raoul can’t open it. They 
probably need to go out one more time tonight and then 
they'll be fine until morning.” 

He trailed his hand over David’s chest, threading his 
fingers through the light covering of hair. He couldn’t 
remember the last time he’d laid in bed with a lover, 
touching and talking. Before the fire that claimed Win’s life, 
at least. 


David grunted and climbed out of bed. Eric admired the 
long strong lines of David’s body as his lover headed to the 
bathroom first. He tucked the blankets around his waist and 
sat up. Coming back into the room, David pulled on his 
jeans, zipped them but left the top button undone. 

“Where you going?” 

“FIL let the dogs out and make sure they have enough 
food and water.” David leaned over and kissed him. “You 
just rest up. When | get back, we’ll see about the slow and 
soft sex this time.” 

Eric’s cock stiffened at the comment. God, yes. He 
wanted to have another round of sex with this man. He 
settled back on the mattress and bunched a pillow under his 
head. He heard David talking to the dogs as the trio made 
their way downstairs. 

Was this love? He shook his head. It couldn’t be love 
already. It had taken him several months to fall in love with 
Win, even though they’d had sex almost from their first 
date. Yet the same feelings he’d had for Win were there, 
hovering in the back of his mind when he thought about 
David. The possibility to lose his heart to the firefighter was 
real. Did David feel the same? 

There wasn’t any rush to declare themselves. They had 
all the time in the world to get to know each other better 
and see if their lives were compatible. He would have to 
deal with the weird hours David worked. He shrugged. That 
wouldn’t be bad. He worked from home more often than not, 
so his schedule wouldn’t get screwed up by David's. 

He closed his eyes and dozed. 

Furious barking woke him up. He reached out and found 
the other side of the bed still empty. Checking the clock, he 
realized it had been thirty minutes since David had left to let 
the dogs out. He should have been back in bed by then. 

Eric climbed out of bed, tugged on some clothes and 
went downstairs. Sadie and Raoul were making such a 
racket outside, he was surprised the neighbors hadn’t called 


in a complaint. He frowned as he entered the kitchen to find 
the back door wide open. 

Shit. What had happened? 

Raoul rushed in and barked at him before running back 
out. Eric shivered. Where was David? 

Caution whispered at him. Something was wrong. He 
heard Sadie whining, but the greyhound hadn’t come in with 
Raoul. He figured wherever Sadie was, he’d find David. His 
hands shook. God, don’t let something have happened to 
either of them. 

He grabbed a flashlight from a drawer. There weren’t any 
lights in the backyard yet. He hadn’t had time to install any. 
Flicking the light on, he stepped outside and gasped. 

David lay crumpled in a heap by the gate leading out of 
the yard. Eric raced over to him. His lover groaned as he 
reached him. Sadie whined and pawed at David’s arm. 

“David, what happened?” 

He wrapped an arm around David’s shoulder and 
Supported the man as he sat up. David put a hand to the 
back of his head. 

“Someone fucking hit me over the head. | heard the gate 
open as | started to let the dogs out. | kept them inside and 
went out myself.” 

“That was stupid. The dogs would have scared whoever it 
was away.” Eric let David rest on him. 

“I know, but at the time, | wanted to catch him, not scare 
him away. If it’s the arsonist, we need to arrest him.” 

“Let’s get you into the house and we'll call the police 
again. They might as well start camping out in my driveway 
as many times as they’ve been over here.” Eric grunted as 
he helped David climb to his feet. 


* OK OOK OK 


Damn, that had been close. He watched from across the 
street as his love helped the interfering firefighter to his feet 
and back into the house. He started to pace. This wasn’t 
working. Nothing was going according to plan. 


The demon demanded more fire and he wanted Eric to 
notice him, to realize they were meant to be, but so far his 
soul mate had failed to see all the signs. He needed to do 
something before they found him. 

What could he do? With this last blunder of his, they’d be 
keeping a closer eye on Browdie. There was no way he was 
going to be able to get rid of the man. His eyes narrowed as 
he saw Eric kiss the injured man sitting at the kitchen table. 

Oh, that would never do. He didn’t want Eric getting 
attached to the ignorant man. The demon hissed inside. His 
fists clenched and sweat beaded on his lip. Another fire. But 
where? The last one at Browdie’s sister’s house didn’t seem 
to warn the man. 

The wail of a police siren caught his attention. He needed 
to get out of there before the cops arrived and searched the 
area. He strolled to where his sedan was parked. Climbing 
in, he scrunched down as the police swept past him. After 
they turned the corner, he started his car and drove away. 

A flash of an orange construction cone drew his gaze. A 
smile tugged at his face. Yes. It would be perfect. 

Too much time had been wasted on coaxing Eric to his 
side. It was time to take what he wanted. 


Chapter Nine 


“I’m going to take the dogs to the park.” 

David looked up from where he laid on the couch. His 
head pounded. The doctor had said he didn’t have a 
concussion, just a lump and a massive headache. 

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” He sat up with 
cautious movements. “I'll go with you.” 

Eric glared at him. “Don’t be stupid. The dogs need to get 
out and play for a little bit and | need to get out of the 
house.” 

“| don’t want you going anywhere alone.” He held out a 
hand. 

Taking his hand, Eric sat next to him and they leaned 
against each other for a moment. 

“I know you’re worried about me, but he’s done all this 
stuff to get your attention, not mine. | think he panicked 
when he hit you. Direct confrontation doesn’t tend to be an 
arsonist’s standard operating procedure. They like to burn 
things. This guy might try to burn down your house or your 
car, but | doubt he’s going to do anything to me.” Eric 
cupped David's face and smiled. “l'Il be safe and keep an 
eye out for suspicious people. Why don’t you lie down and 
take a nap? We'll only be gone an hour.” 

He fought the urge to beg Eric not to go. Eric was smart. 
He’d take every precaution to stay safe. David understood 
they couldn’t stay huddled in the house, no matter how 
much he wanted to. The arsonist would feel like he’d won. 

Sighing, he brushed a kiss over Eric’s cheek. “All right.” 

“When | get back, if your head isn’t pounding anymore, 
l'Il give you some tender loving care.” Eric winked as he 
stood. 

David groaned. “Saying that is supposed to help me get 
some rest?” 


“It'll give you something to think about instead of your 
injury.” 

Lying back down, he closed his eyes and listened to the 
scrabbling of toenails on the floor as the dogs headed for 
the front door. He heard the soft murmur of Eric’s voice 
while his lover put leashes on. He was already drifting 
asleep when the door shut. 


* OK OOK OK 


David’s head pounded. He opened his eyes to decide if 
getting up to take more medicine was an option. Frowning, 
he realized the pounding came from the front of the house 
and not his head. He glanced at his watch and fear shot 
through him. It had been two hours since Eric left with the 
dogs to go to the park. They hadn’t been together long, but 
David figured Eric usually kept his promises. His lover should 
have been back by now. 

He shot to his feet and raced to the door. He jerked it 
open just as his cell phone rang. His heart plummeted at the 
sight of the cop standing on the porch. 

“Eric?” 

“No.” 

The unfamiliar voice grated over his nerves. 

“No? Who the fuck is this?” 

David gestured for the police officer to come inside. Fear 
gnawed at his stomach as he noticed the man leading Raoul 
and Sadie. This wasn’t good. 

“You wouldn’t take the hint. You didn’t leave him alone.” 

“Leave who alone? Do you have Eric? Damn it. Tell me 
where Eric is.” 

“Not yet. You sullied him. | worked hard at purifying him. | 
created the man he is now. His perfection is because of me.” 
The man’s voice held madness and arrogance. 

“Are you telling me you set the fire that injured Eric all 
those years ago?” 

Maniacal laughter broke in his ear. “He wasn’t injured. He 
was cleansed. Another had touched him. | had to remove 


their taint, like | must remove yours now.” 

David shot a worried look at the officer who was on his 
radio, calling the problem in. 

“What do you want? Why are you calling me if you 
already have him?” 

He wanted to scream, to beg the madman to let Eric go, 
but something in the way the man talked told David the 
stranger would need to be captured before Eric was freed. 

“To explain, you were so arrogant, believing | was after 
you. It was never you | wanted. You’re too crude, too dirty. 
You destroy the very thing that lives in me. | could never 
want you.” The man’s voice took on a dreamy quality. “But 
Eric, he’s everything | want and need. Beautiful, especially 
since the fire burned the impurities out of him. Kind, though 
l'Il insist he gets rid of that mutt; intelligent and creative. 
I’ve visited his latest design and it is lovely. The construction 
is much further along than | would have imagined. Too bad it 
must disappear. He can have no other distractions except 
for me.” 

God, what kind of monster had Eric? David’s knees 
buckled and he would have fallen if the officer hadn’t caught 
him. He let the man lead him to the couch. Collapsing on to 
it, he stared at the phone held in his shaking hand. How 
could he save Eric from this creature when the man wasn’t 
interested in giving him up? 

This wasn’t going to end well, he thought. He could only 
pray Eric wouldn’t end up hurt or worse in this insane 
tragedy. How had the arsonist found Eric? Were all the fires 
springing up throughout the town his way of getting Eric’s 
attention? How it must have driven the stranger mad to see 
the object of his affection start a relationship with a 
firefighter, the opposite of the arsonist himself? 

“Oh, he’s waking up. | must be going. l'Il be in touch. 
Don’t call Eric’s phone to find me. I’m taking the battery out 
of it when I’m done talking to you. It’s not going to be that 
easy to find him if you want him back.” 


“When | find you, asshole, l'Il purify you. Pour the 
gasoline and light the match. l'Il laugh as you burn. Don’t 
you harm a hair on his head or you'll find out just how a 
firefighter would put out your fire,” David snarled. 

Silence greeted his warnings. The arsonist had hung up. 
David started to throw the phone across the room, but 
thought better of it. He would need it in case the madman 
called again. 

“Sir, | called this in. The arsonist has your friend, right?” 
The officer looked at him with sympathy in his eyes. 

“Yes. And from what he’s told me, | was never the goal 
for him. He was always after Eric.” 

Raoul and Sadie climbed up on the couch, curling up 
beside him. He ran his hands over their fur, grounding 
himself and letting his anger die down. Fury wouldn’t help 
Eric. He needed to keep his head to figure out where the 
man had taken Eric. 

“Does he know Mr. Sandel?” The policeman frowned. 

“It would seem so. Eric was injured in a fire about three 
years ago; burned pretty badly. Seems our arsonist is the 
one who started that fire. It all hinges on Eric. He’s this 
man’s obsession.” Tears welled in his eyes. 

“Shit, that’s not good.” 

David’s laugh held a hint of hysteria. “That’s an 
understatement, Officer.” 

Twenty minutes later, police and firemen swarmed Eric’s 
house. David sat on the couch, grabbing for peace in the 
middle of the chaos. 

“The arsonist has Eric?” Cap frowned. “Why would he 
take him?” 

David stabbed his hands through his hair and groaned. “l 
don’t know. The fucker said something about it always being 
about Eric.” 

“Explain.” Cap pointed to the couch. 

Flopping on it, David leaned his head against the back of 
the couch and closed his eyes. That didn’t help. All he could 


see playing on the back of his eyelids was scenes of him 
finding Eric’s charred body in the ashes of some building. 

“Browdie, focus. Don’t fall apart on me yet. You can do 
that when we find your guy and get him back safe.” Cap 
squeezed David's shoulder. 

“Yes, sir.” He thought about the conversation he had with 
the arsonist. 

“Eric was seriously injured in a fire about three years ago. 
The investigators said it was started deliberately, but they 
never found who did it. Eric’s lover and a priest were both 
killed in the fire.” 

“Shit.” 

“That was my reaction. The guy said he took Eric to 
purify him. | think he’s obsessed with Eric and sees any 
interaction with another guy as making Eric unclean. He 
bragged about the fact he was the reason Eric looks the way 
he does. The fire he started cleansed Eric of all his 
imperfections, or so he thinks. It seems he followed Eric 
here and those fires were to get his attention.” 

“This guy sounds like a sick bastard.” Cap waved to the 
police officers stepping into the living room. “Where do you 
think Eric is?” 

“| don’t know. There are a bunch of empty buildings he 
could be at. | don’t think he’d burn down another church, 
too predictable.” A thought hit him. “He said he’d seen 
Eric’s latest design and it was beautiful. Too bad it had to 
disappear.” 

David shot to his feet. “Damn. They’re at the opera 
house.” 

Cap and the officers stared at him. 

“Are you sure?” 

He stopped to think. The opera house had to be it. He 
didn’t want to run the risk of not picking the right place and 
Eric ending up in the madman’s hands any longer. Fear 
rushed through him. This stalker had already left Eric to 
burn once. David knew Eric would die if they didn’t find him 
in time. 


“Go with your gut, Browdie. If you think our guy is at the 
opera house, then that’s where we’re going. We can send 
some men out to look at the abandoned houses as well, just 
to cover our tracks, but we'll go to the construction site.” 

He met Cap’s gaze and nodded. With his affirmation, Cap 
burst into action. David pulled on shoes and a jacket. There 
were several reasons why he respected his commanding 
officer, one being that once a decision had been made, Cap 
didn’t spend time doubting. Instead, the seasoned 
firefighter got everyone moving. He jumped in a truck with 
Cap and the lead detective. 

Hold on, Eric. l'm coming, love. He stared out the 
window, watching the road ahead of them, praying no traffic 
Snarls would cause a delay. 

The caravan pulled to a stop in front of the construction 
site fence. They piled out of their vehicles and David’s heart 
plummeted. 

Smoke rose from the center of the framed building. 


* OK OOK OK 


Moaning, Eric moved and regretted it when the 
movement made his head pound. Getting aspirin sounded 
like a good idea, but he couldn’t move. Shit, why couldn’t he 
climb out of bed? Tugging, he tried to get his hands free. 
Panic rose in his heart. It was like when he was in the 
hospital and they tied him down to keep him from doing 
anything to the skin grafts. 

He forced his eyes open. Darkness greeted him, but he 
wasn’t in his bedroom at home. Moonlight seeped in through 
cracks in boards and plaster. Looking around, he saw the 
outlines of walls and doorways. He was at a construction 
site, yet nothing looked familiar. How did he get there? 

A noise drew his attention. A bobbing light came towards 
him. Was that a flashlight? He tried to call out, wanting to 
draw the person’s attention. The gag in his mouth 
prevented that. A thought stopped him. 


He was tied and gagged in a construction site. The 
person coming towards him was more than likely the person 
who brought him to said site. They wouldn’t be interested in 
helping him. 

His eyes closed tight as the light shined in them. 

“You're awake. Good. | didn’t think | had used that much 
of the chloroform, but one can never tell with those 
chemicals.” 

Eric listened. There was something familiar about the 
voice. Like he’d heard it all the time once, but now the 
memory of it had faded. Was there the possibility he knew 
the man holding him? 

“I can tell you don’t remember me.” A deep sigh. “That 
hurts. After all we meant to each other. | made you the way 
you are now. It was my fire that created the beautiful 
creature you've become.” 

A shiver chased down Eric’s spine and fear dried his 
mouth. Was this man admitting to having set the last fire, 
killing Win and Father Mitchell? Had he hit Eric, leaving him 
to burn in the fire as well? 

He ducked, trying to avoid the hand reaching out of the 
darkness to him. Short stubby fingers threaded through his 
hair, tugging on the ends. 

“I’m not fond of this long hair, but it hardly matters any 
more. The fire will take care of it.” 

Eric struggled, screaming silently in his head. No. He 
couldn’t endure another fire. He would make the man kill 
him before he breathed in more smoke and listened to the 
flames consume the wood around him. 

“I thought it was fitting that your cleansing would take 
place at what was supposed to be the masterpiece of your 
young career.” 

The light swung around and Eric recognized the layout of 
the room. They were at the Opera House. His throat 
tightened and he was going to start hyperventilating if he 
wasn’t careful. 


“All those months | spent trying to get your attention. Just 
when I thought | had you, Winston came. He swept you up 
and you forgot about me.” 

The shadowy figure shook his head. 

“This time I’m not going to let that firefighter 
contaminate you anymore. You’re mine and though you’re 
Slightly soiled now, the fire will make you pure again.” 

Eric’s heart jumped at the mention of David. He forced a 
deep breath into his lungs. He had to get away before this 
madman turned his insanity on David. If he started a fire, 
David would be called in to fight it. 

“I think it’s rather fitting that your new lover will be called 
in to put out this fire. He’ll be the one to find the shell of 
your former body. The flames will release you into a new, 
lighter one.” The light trembled. “It promised we can be 
together, but only if we allow the fire to save us.” 

Shit. The man was certifiably crazy and Eric was screwed. 
The stranger paced in front of him. Nothing about him 
looked familiar and for some reason that made Eric feel 
guilty. Stupid really because it wasn’t Eric’s fault the guy 
fixated on him. 

“I can tell you don’t remember me.” 

He wished he wasn’t gagged. He wanted to demand the 
man tell him who he was and to let him go. The odd thing 
was Eric worried more about David coming to save him and 
getting caught by the arsonist than he feared getting 
burned. Enduring the flames would hurt, but he survived the 
pain and healing once, he could do it again. He wasn’t sure 
he would survive losing another lover. 

“We worked on the Shipman project together. Three 
months every day. We were perfect together. Our minds 
meshed and I knew you were the one for me.” 

Frowning, Eric wracked his brain, going back to the first 
months he worked at his former architecture firm. The 
Shipman project was a major renovation of a 19th century 
house into a luxury bed and breakfast. He’d been made 
project manager and the designs were beautiful. He ran the 


images of his fellow workers through his mind. Though he 
hadn’t seen the man’s face except in shadows, his build and 
voice helped narrow the field. Rodney Battington: a thick- 
built, thin-haired man several years older than Eric. 

Rodney had been a good designer. Nothing about the 
man suggested he was a few sandwiches short of a picnic. 
Sure, he’d taken to hanging around Eric’s office while they 
were at work, but Eric just assumed it was because he’d 
been friendly to the guy. Rodney didn’t seem able to make 
friends easily and Eric couldn’t help but be nice to people. 

God, he really had to stop trying to befriend every stray. 
Look what happened when he did. Ended up getting 
kidnapped and probably burnt to a crisp again. Eric shook 
his head. Stop it. David will figure out where you are and 
he'll come to save you. Trust in him. 

Eric rubbed the gag against his shoulder, wanting it off. 
Rodney turned. 

“lII take that off. It won’t matter in a few minutes. The 
demon must be satisfied.” 

Shit. The smell of smoke drifted over to Eric, making 
panic dance through him. Rodney tugged the gag off. 

“Rodney, why are you doing this? You could have come 
and talked to me. | would have gone with you.” Eric’s throat 
was dry. 

“I did talk to you for months. | thought you understood 
what | wanted, but | realized maybe | didn’t make myself 
clear. That’s why | made Winston go away. | had to purify 
you.” Rodney shook his head. “You’re not pure anymore. You 
let that firefighter touch you. A firefighter? Eric, how could 
you? The very person who goes out of his way to destroy 
the thing | love most.” 

“Please, Rodney. | know you. | do understand about the 
beauty and magic of fire. Remember. You taught me that.” 
Eric struggled against his restraints. “I don’t need to be 
purified again. | endured his touch to gain knowledge of how 
to help keep the fire burning.” 

He apologized to David silently for the lie. 


“I’m not an idiot, Eric. You’ve never understood the 
passion of fire, the driving need to watch it consume 
everything. The demon burning inside of me that loves to 
watch the flames dance along flesh and wood.” 

Crackling interrupted Eric’s desperate movements. He 
shot a glance at the center of the stage. Orange flickers 
caught his gaze and he bit back a whimper. He’d burn again. 
David wasn’t going to be able to get there in time. He jerked 
as Rodney caressed his cheek. 

“Such beauty created out of the destruction of fire. Why 
am | the only one awarded the power to see the life-giving 
magic of heat and flames?” 

Eric stared into Rodney’s dark eyes, seeing the insanity 
twining around, reflecting back at him. 

“No,” he shouted, lunging forward. 

He slammed his body into Rodney’s, causing them both 
to fall forward. Rodney had tied his hands, but his feet were 
free. He kicked out and drove his foot into Rodney’s side. 

There was no way he would burn again. No way would 
fire touch another inch of his flesh. He was going to get out 
of there, with or without help. 

A painful grunt gave Eric a rush of satisfaction. He kicked 
out again and a scream of agony came from Rodney. Rolling, 
Eric managed to get to a wall and start pushing up to gain 
his feet. Rodney moaned, clutching his side and his balls. 
Eric’s last kick had been lucky and he had caught Rodney 
right in the groin. 

Straightening, he glanced around to get his bearings. 
They were on the stage of the Opera House, putting them in 
the exact center of the building. Fuck. Where had Rodney 
started the fire and how far had it spread? His lungs burned 
from the smoke filling the room. 

He tripped down the stairs leading from the stage to the 
main floor. Eric caught his arm on the edge of the railing, 
halting his impending face-first landing on the concrete. The 
smoke was getting thicker. The Opera House was an 
arsonist’s dream. All that wood around, even treated, would 


burn if it got hot enough. He had to get out before the 
smoke thickened. 

“Eric, you can’t get out. There’s no way. | blocked off all 
the exits. We’re going to purify together.” 

Rodney stood, bent over and yelling at him from the 
other end of the room. 

“I’m not going to die this way, you fucking psycho,” he 
shouted. 

Not again. There was no way he’d endure feeling his flesh 
crisp and burn. He wasn’t going to lie down and breathe in 
smoke until he choked from it. If he was going to die—and 
he wasn’t willing to accept that he was—he would die 
fighting. 

He made it to the back of the performance hall. Shit. 
Rodney had blocked the doors. Kicking the door made his 
foot ache, but it didn’t help him. 

“Help.” He kicked the door again. 

Like anyone would be out there yet. He rested his 
forehead against the door and tried to get a deep breath. He 
should get on his knees. The air would be clearer down 
there. 

Eric closed his eyes. How long had it been since Rodney 
grabbed him? David had to notice he wasn’t back with the 
dogs yet. Raoul and Sadie. God, he hoped they were okay. 

An odd noise caught his attention. Shooting a quick 
glance over his shoulder, he saw Rodney sitting on the edge 
of the stage. Obviously the arsonist really did believe they 
were going to burn. 

“ENC: 

His name drifted through the door. It sounded like David. 
Eric shook his head. Just wishful thinking. 

“Eric, are you in there?” 

Pounding sounded on the door. 

“Eric, it’s David.” 

He punched the door. “David, help me.” 

“I’m here. Can you open the door?” 

Relief flooded him. Maybe he’d live after all. 


“No. Rodney blocked them and my hands are tied.” 

“Rodney? Is that the bastard’s name?” Anger tainted 
David’s voice. 

“Yes. Can we discuss that later? You'll have to break the 
door down.” 

“Move away from the door. We'll get you out of there.” 

He moved and turned away, facing the stage. A swell of 
fear ran through him. Rodney was stalking up the aisle 
towards him. 

“Hurry,” he yelled back at David. 

“Hang in there, love. | won’t let him hurt you again.” 

And strangely enough, Eric believed everything would be 
all right. David was there and he trusted his lover to do his 
utmost to save him. 

“I’m not letting you go, Eric.” Rodney pulled something 
out of his pocket, pointing it at Eric. 

Damn. Could this situation get any worse? The bastard 
had a gun. Who gave a crazy person a gun? Eric hit his head 
on the wall. There was no way David would be able to cut 
through the door before Rodney got close enough to shoot 
him. 

He pushed against the wood behind him, levering himself 
up on his feet. “David, he has a gun.” 

“Fuck.” David’s curse ripped through the door. “Just hold 
on, love. l'Il be there as soon as | can.” 

“Be careful. Don’t get shot yourself.” 

Eric checked on Rodney’s progress and swore under his 
breath. Rodney chugged up the aisle like a runaway train. 
Eric glanced in both directions with smoke-irritated eyes. 
Tears dripped off his chin. His vision obscured, he moved to 
the right, making sure Rodney saw him. 

“Please don’t let him try shooting me. Let him want to be 
real close to me before he kills me,” Eric muttered to himself 
as he tripped over a board. His tied hands played havoc with 
his balance, but he kept himself upright. 

“No running away. No one will get in. This was meant to 
be, Eric. We were meant to be purified together. The fire is 


our reward for feeding the monster within.” Rodney’s voice 
held a sing-song quality. 

The man had gone over the edge. Panic welled in him. 
There just might be a chance Rodney would kill him before 
David made it through the door. He bit his lip, drawing blood 
and focusing his attention. No way. He would lead Rodney 
on a wild chase through the burning building, never letting 
him get too close, yet enticing Rodney to keep following 
him. 

A crash caused him to look over his shoulder. Rodney was 
following him, but Eric saw a glint of steel in the door behind 
the madman. David was coming. Eric kept repeating that to 
himself. Rodney didn’t notice the noise. His crazed eyes 
stayed focused on Eric. 

“That’s right. Keep chasing me. Ignore all those noises 
coming behind you,” Eric murmured, stumbling again. 

Triumph flared in Rodney’s eyes. Eric straightened and 
headed back toward the stage. He’d go closer to the fire if 
Rodney continued after him. 

The heat became unbearable. His skin tightened as 
moisture leeched from it. His eyes and lungs burned from 
the smoke. Stopping for a moment, he closed his eyes and 
took a shallow breath. Calm down. It’s not bad yet. You still 
have time. Nothing’s final yet. Not until you're dead. 

He couldn’t afford to panic. It would give Rodney an 
advantage, plus Eric needed a clear head to lure his captor 
away and give David more room to work. Another crash, but 
Eric wasn’t sure if it was the door or if other parts of the 
building were collapsing. 

“Stop.” Rodney’s voice was closer. 

Eric froze and slowly turned around. Somehow, he’d 
allowed the man to sneak up on him. Rodney stood, pointing 
the gun right at Eric’s chest. Even with Rodney’s hand 
trembling, there was no way he’d miss Eric at this distance. 

“I wanted us to burn together, but | guess it won’t matter 
if | kill you beforehand. Maybe that would be more merciful. 


l'm not sure you deserve to feel the fire destroy your former 
self and rebuild you in a better form.” 

Rodney walked forward until the end of the gun was 
pressed against Eric’s chest. This was going to suck, Eric 
thought. He bit his tongue to stop from begging Rodney to 
Spare him. 

“Do whatever you feel like doing, Rodney, but | don’t love 
you. We weren’t meant to be together. | didn’t remember 
you until you told me who you were.” 

Taunting Rodney might not be wise, but he didn’t want to 
drag the situation out. If he was going to get shot, he 
wanted it over with as fast as possible. 

The click of the hammer being pulled back on the gun 
stabbed him. He closed his eyes. He wished he was strong 
enough to stare into Rodney’s eyes while the man shot him. 

“I was right. You don’t deserve the fire. | should have 
known when I saw you and that firefighter together in the 
park.” Rodney’s emotionless voice struck Eric like ice water. 

“No.” 

Eric opened his eyes as David’s shout echoed in his ears. 
David stood behind Rodney with a crowbar. Swinging the 
tool, David connected with Rodney’s arm, driving the gun 
down. A shot rang out and something burned along Eric’s 
side. David swung again, slamming the bar into Rodney’s 
head. 

Eric fell, hitting his head on the floor. As darkness closed 
over his vision, he saw David rushing to his side. 

“I love you,” Eric said. 


Epilogue 


David stared down at Eric, lying quietly in the hospital 
bed. His love was paler than usual and Eric would have one 
more scar to go with the rest of them. David reached over 
and took Eric’s hand in his. He didn’t want to disturb him, 
but he needed to touch and make sure Eric was okay. 

Eric’s slender fingers tightened around his hand. He 
glanced up to see Eric staring at him. They smiled at each 
other and David stood, leaning over the bed railing to kiss 
Eric’s cheek. 

“How are you feeling?” 

Grimacing, Eric shifted on the bed. “I’ve felt better.” His 
voice was rough and faint. 

“You inhaled a lot of smoke before | could get to you. Your 
throat’s going to be sore for a while. Also, Rodney got a shot 
off before | could knock him out.” David gestured to Eric’s 
side. “It’s just a graze. Didn’t do much except give you more 
of a burn than wound.” 

“That’s good news anyway. Will it scar?” Eric’s free hand 
touched the bandage at his side. 

David smiled and nodded. “Unfortunately, yes.” 

Eric shrugged. “What’s another scar or two, right? I’m 
alive and that’s all that’s important. Did he destroy the 
entire opera house?” 

“No, the outside structure is fine. They'll have to start 
over inside, but it won’t put construction too far behind 
schedule.” David pulled his chair closer to the bed. “Cap 
arrived with me and the trucks weren't too far behind. They 
were working on containing the fire while | went in to get 
you.” 

“PIL have to find a way to thank them.” 

He laughed. “Cook them something and they'll go 
through hell for you. Trust me.” 

Eric chuckled. “I can do that.” 


David watched as Eric gasped and pressed a hand to his 
side. “I probably shouldn’t make you laugh at the moment.” 
“No, it’s okay. Laughing’s one of the best medicines | 
could have along with having you here.” Eric looked around 

the room. “How long will | have to be here?” 

“The doctor said you should be okay to go later today. 
They kept you overnight to make sure there wasn’t any 
permanent damage from the smoke.” David waved a hand 
toward the small suitcase he’d brought with him. “I brought 
you a Change of clothes.” 

“Where are the dogs? Did someone find them? | was so 
worried something might happen to them after Rodney 
grabbed me.” 

“Don’t worry. My sister, Teresa, is watching them for us. A 
policeman brought them back to your house. That was the 
first clue for me that something was wrong until Rodney 
called me.” David tightened his grip on Eric’s hand. “I don’t 
think I’ve ever been more scared than when | realized the 
arsonist had never been after me, but it was you all along.” 

Eric nodded. “Imagine my horror when he told me he was 
the one who set the first fire | was caught in. He killed Win 
and Father Mitchell, David. He would have killed me as well. 
All because he thought we were meant to be together and | 
never gave him more than a passing thought at work.” 

“The detective who interviewed Rodney said he chose 
you because you were kind to him at work. The only one 
who would say hi or even acknowledge his existence. 
Rodney’s unstable, so any encouragement from you would 
have pushed him over the edge.” David lifted Eric’s hand to 
his mouth and kissed it. 

“Great. Being a nice person is what got me into this 
mess. I’m glad it’s over. What happens next?” 

“Rodney’s confessed to everything. It’ll take a while 
getting all the evidence, but he'll be sentenced. You'll have 
to give a deposition when you’re feeling better.” He stared 
at his lover. “It’s over, Eric. He’s never coming after you 
again.” 


“Thank God.” Eric rested his head against the pillow and 
closed his eyes. “I can’t wait until you can take me home.” 

“Neither can |. Take a nap. l'Il be here when you wake up 
and then we can go home.” 

“Love you.” 

“I love you too, Eric.” 

David wasn’t sure how it happened. Fast and sudden, 
love had hit him. He hadn’t gone looking for it, but he’d 
found a man he could see loving the rest of his life. 


x OOK OOK OK 


Eric pushed open his door and grinned as Sadie and 
Raoul raced to greet him. He bent over slowly, favoring his 
side. The wound had healed, but after working all day at the 
construction site, it ached. Giving the dogs some love, he 
laughed as Sadie licked his chin. 

“Hey, I’m supposed to be the first to kiss you when you 
get home.” 

He glanced up to watch David stroll from the kitchen, a 
dish towel thrown over his broad shoulder. He cradled Eric’s 
face and brushed a kiss over his lips. Eric moaned at the 
spicy tomato taste he sucked from David’s tongue. He 
wrapped his arms around David’s neck, pressing their 
bodies tightly together. David rubbed his erection against 
Eric’s, making him groan. 

Pulling back slightly, David grinned at him. “Dinner’s in 
the oven and the dogs went out before you got home.” 

“H-m-m-m ... do you have something in mind for us to do 
until dinner is done?” He winked at David. 

“Oh, | have a lot of ideas. All of them involve you and me 
naked.” David tugged him closer to the stairs. “What do you 
think?” 

“I think that’s the best idea I’ve heard all day.” 

As he stripped David's shirt off, he thought about 
everything leading up to this moment. All the pain and 
hours of healing from the first fire had taught him to enjoy 
the good times. Luckily, there had been far more good times 


since Rodney had been caught a month ago. David and 
Sadie had moved in with him and Raoul. They were slowly 
becoming a family. 

He laughed when David picked him up and tossed him on 
the bed. Laughter and love were two best things anyone 
could have in a relationship. 

“I love you,” he whispered against David's lips. 

“I know.” David placed a hand over Eric’s heart and 
gazed down at him. “I love you, Eric.” 

Their lips met and they burned with the fires of passion. 
The kind of fire Eric never wanted to go out. 


The End 
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